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Abstract 
 
This thesis is an ethnographic study of queer activism in New York City. It compares the social 
dynamics, as well as the possibilities and limitations, of Voices4 and ACT UP/NY, two direct 
action groups that are involved in different but related struggles. Using the frames of affect, 
digital media, and temporality, I explore the personal and practical dimensions of activism, as 
well as the forms of politics that emerge through collective action. While Voices4 and ACT UP 
engage in similar tactics and strategies, this thesis demonstrates that they take on different 
overall approaches due to a range of factors, including their respective visions and goals. 
Voices4 relies heavily on consciousness-raising activities, while ACT UP focuses on structural 
transformation. Ultimately, this thesis argues that both approaches are necessary for realizing the 
change these groups desire.     
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Executive Summary 
 On October 14, 2017, Voices4 helped to organize a protest in New York City in response 
to the violent crackdown on LGBTQ people in Chechnya, a small federal republic in southern 
Russia. Activists at the event called on the Trump administration to provide humanitarian parole 
visas to the victims of Chechnya’s “anti-gay purge” and sought to raise public awareness of the 
global rise of homophobia. The protest drew considerable attention – hundreds of people came 
out and prominent figures like Russian-American journalist and LGBTQ activist, Masha Gessen, 
gave speeches at the rally. I was not aware of the news in Chechnya until I came across an event 
page for Voices 4 Chechnya on Facebook a week before it was scheduled – subsequently, I 
decided to attend the protest both as a burgeoning researcher and a gay man committed to social 
justice. The experience was personally transformative and served as the launching pad for the 
research on which this project is based.  
 This thesis is an examination of queer activism in New York City. Broadly speaking, it is 
interested in the social dynamics and the possibilities and limitations of direct action activism. In 
this paper, I compare two direct action groups that are working in various capacities with and for 
queer people. They are Voices4 and ACT UP/NY. Using the frames of affect, digital media, and 
temporality, I examine the personal and practical dimensions of queer activism. My focus on 
affect examines the experiential nature of activism – what it means and feels like to be a part of a 
protest. This frame also sheds light on the ways in which emotions circulate in public space and 
how they get harnessed by activists “to change hearts and minds.” My exploration of digital 
media looks mainly at how groups strategically use social media to mobilize the public. Through 
this frame, I look at how digital space is emerging as a site of collective action and changing the 
experience of participating in activism. My final frame, temporality, is used to understand how 
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time factors into political action. Here, I consider how groups draw on the past to reframe the 
present, but also how an emphasis on crisis ends up limiting the potential of activists for creating 
the change they desire by circumscribing action within the temporal present. 
 While Voices4 and ACT UP share various direct action strategies, my fieldwork 
demonstrates that they take different overall approaches to activism. The approach taken by 
Voices4 is characterized primarily by consciousness-raising activities, while the one pursued by 
ACT UP is more focused on structural and social transformation. I want to suggest that this 
difference in orientation is primarily explained by the respective vision and goals of the groups. 
While this will be fleshed out more throughout the thesis, the takeaway from this is that both 
approaches are important for bringing about the change that activists in Voices4 and ACT UP 
desire.  
 This thesis is based on more than a year of digital and ethnographic research on Voices4 
and ACT UP. During the course of my fieldwork, I conducted 12 semi-structured interviews – 
six with members or affiliates of Voices4 and six with members of ACT UP. All of the 
interviewees were currently involved with at least one of the groups in this study. The other 
portion of my fieldwork – the participant observation – included attending weekly Voices4 and 
ACT UP meetings at the LGBT Community Center in the historic Greenwich Village, as well as 
participating and organizing public actions. While it was sometimes hard to navigate the line 
between activist and anthropologist, I ended up embracing a stance of critical solidarity, which 
allowed me to remain engaged in serious research without having to compromise my political 
and ethical commitments to social justice. My hope is that this research will contribute to a 
growing literature on contemporary social movements, and furthermore, that the framework I 
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develop here may inspire future research on the experiential, digital, and temporal dynamics of 
queer activism around the world.  
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Chapter 1 
Introduction 
It’s a warm, autumn afternoon in New York City, and I’m turning the corner at Seventh 
Ave and Christopher Street. There, standing in front of me is the Stonewall Inn, the iconic bar 
where, in the early morning hours of June 28, 1969, a small but determined group of rioters 
fought back against the police and catalyzed the gay liberation movement. Today, its beautiful 
beige exterior glistens in the midday sun; rainbow flags hang from its windows and balconies. I 
take a few moments to catch my breath, reorient myself, and soak in my surroundings. The sky is 
completely clear, and the air is surprisingly fresh. A few feet ahead of me, a small group of 
young people are gathered in the street. I know they’re here for the protest, but my nerves 
prevent me from approaching them. Instead, feeling awkward, I take out my cellphone and snap 
a few pictures. I try to keep myself “busy,” so I don’t appear lonely. More people are now 
starting to arrive; they all seem to know each other. Strangely, the growing crowd gives me a 
sense of comfort and safety. As it nears two o’clock, I look out across the sea of people; there 
must be a few hundred of us in the street. Standing in front of me, a group of young men in 
colorful tank tops exchange warm hugs and a tender kiss on the cheek. Behind me, two middle-
aged women carrying anti-Putin posters are standing defiantly hand-in-hand. To my right, a 
group of police officers looking hesitant (or unbearably bored?) are lined up along the periphery 
of the crowd. As someone mounts the speaking platform, I feel a burst of energy and 
anticipation. Dozens of cameras go up. The atmosphere is electric and full of anticipation. I turn 
my head towards the speaker as a loud cry swells up from the crowd. We’re finally ready to 
march!  
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The scene described above comes from Voices 4 Chechnya, a protest organized in 
response to the violent crackdown on LGBTQ (lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, queer1) 
people in the Russian republic of Chechnya that made headlines in early 2017. When I left New 
York City after the Voices 4 Chechnya march, I was intrigued and full of questions – I wanted to 
learn more about Voices4 and queer activism, in general. To me, Voices4 presented a unique 
opportunity to study the emergence and development of a nascent activist group – a grassroots 
mobilization made up of millennials and defined as such by its major social media presence. As a 
result of my participation in this event and subsequent ones organized by Voices4, I became 
interested in examining the nature and social dynamics of direct action activism within the 
context of contemporary queer history and politics in the United States. Hence, it is to this 
(hi)story we now turn.  
 
Voices 4 Chechnya protesters gather in front of the Stonewall Inn (left) and the Trump World 
Tower (right). October 14, 2017 (Matt Bernstein/W magazine) 
Introduction 
On October 14, 2017, at two o’clock in the afternoon, people gathered in front of the 
Stonewall Inn in New York City to protest the violent crackdown on LGBTQ folks in the 
Russian republic of Chechnya. I had traveled five hours by bus to attend the event that weekend, 
                                                          
1 I use the term “queer” throughout this thesis to refer to either people who do not identify as heterosexual or to 
practices that are not regarded as heteronormative.  
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both as a young scholar eager to observe the social dynamics of direct action activism and as a 
budding activist interested in becoming more politically engaged. The protest, called Voices 4 
Chechnya, was organized by two local queer activist groups: RUSA LGBT (Russian-Speaking 
LGBT Association), an advocacy group that offers social support to LGBTQ asylum seekers 
from the post-Soviet bloc, and Voices4, a non-violent direct action activist group that emerged in 
response to the anti-queer violence in Chechnya. 
The impetus behind Voices 4 Chechnya, I later learned from one of the organizers, was 
an article released in the New York Times (NYT) on April 1, 2017 – the same day Novaya Gazeta, 
a Russian opposition newspaper, put forward allegations that Chechen authorities were detaining 
and killing gay men in the region. According to Novaya Gazeta, “more than 100 gay men had 
been detained” across Chechnya “in connection with their nontraditional sexual orientation, or 
suspicion of such” (NYT, April 2017). In addition, the newspaper also “had the names of three 
murder victims, and suspected many others had died in extrajudicial killings” (NYT, April 2017).  
Responding to these allegations, queer activists – both in New York City and beyond – 
began to mobilize. One such product of this mobilization was the Voices 4 Chechnya protest, a 
two hour event, which consisted of a rally in front of the Stonewall Inn, followed by a march to 
the Trump World Tower, which sits, perhaps ironically, across from the United Nations. The 
protest, which called on the Trump administration to grant humanitarian parole visas to victims 
of Chechnya’s “gay purge,” garnered a lot of attention; hundreds of people showed up to march. 
To be sure, much of the protest’s success was attributed to social media, a tool that Voices4 has 
continued to use and refine over time. I learned about Voices 4 Chechnya through Facebook 
myself – indeed, before encountering the event online, I was wholly unaware of the situation in 
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Chechnya. While certainly much more can be said about Voices4 and how it has developed as an 
activist group since its first major action, I will cover this in greater detail later in the paper.  
A unique relationship exists between the direct action groups I analyze in this paper. For 
the purposes of this project, I limit my discussion of direct action activism to the current work of 
ACT UP (AIDS Coalition to Unleash Power) and Voices4. As I have already mentioned, my 
project was profoundly shaped by my participant-observation at Voices 4 Chechnya, an 
experience that generated an array of questions about the limits and possibilities of queer 
activism in the contemporary United States. These questions are at the heart of my research and 
this thesis.   
In this paper, I also draw on ethnographic research with ACT UP/NY (from here on 
referred to as ACT UP), the non-violent direct action group that emerged in New York City in 
1987 to fight the AIDS epidemic and its various complicities, including political negligence, 
corporate greed, and social stigma. Although I initially had no intention of conducting research 
with ACT UP, I kept stumbling upon references to the group in the field. Voices4 draws heavily 
on the tactics that ACT UP used in the 1980s and 1990s, and it cites the group as a major 
inspiration. Many other activists I met – including many millennials – held the group in high 
regard, and viewed it in a somewhat mythical sense. Thus in recognizing the important role that 
ACT UP has played in American queer history, and seeing its impact on activist groups today, I 
decided to include it among my primary field sites.  
Importantly, both Voices4 and ACT UP are involved in intersectional struggles. ACT UP 
has worked at the intersection of queer activism and AIDS activism since its inception in March 
1987, when a mix of social, political, and economic factors escalated the number of AIDS deaths 
in the United States and triggered a form of impassioned political action grounded in fear, anger, 
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and grief. Then there’s Voices4, which perhaps less obviously is also engaged in intersectional 
struggles. Adam Eli, one of its founders, brings his Jewish faith together with queer activism to 
fight simultaneously against queerphobia and anti-Semitism. The group, more broadly, has also 
taken action to support asylum seekers, intersex folks, and to oppose transnational forms of anti-
queer violence. Given their explicit commitments to intersectionality, I think it is well worth 
considering how each of these groups modify or challenge each other’s discourses and practices.   
Theoretical Framework and Ethnographic Engagement  
Theoretically, the questions driving this paper are about the social dynamics – the limits 
and possibilities – of direct action and contemporary queer politics. I restrict my ethnographic 
field to two direct action activist groups in New York City: Voices4 and ACT UP. I then 
compare each of the groups using the frames of affect, digital media, and temporality. This 
comparative lens enables me to read across differences, without missing crucial commonalities.  
Direct action activism comes in many different forms. This project, however, seeks to 
examine how these forms are specifically conceptualized and practiced by members of the queer 
community in New York City. The goal of this project is to expand and complicate our 
understanding of direct action activism by probing different approaches, practices, and visions, 
and to understand how queer history and politics shape each of these dimensions, while rejecting 
an essentialized meaning of the term “queer” in the process. While more will be said about the 
theoretical underpinnings of this project in subsequent sections, I want to create some space to 
reflect here on the trajectory that informed the making of this project. Though I am only a 
fledgling ethnographer, I feel it is important to pay critical attention to the questions I ask in this 
paper, as well as to the processes that shaped these questions in the first place. Here, I take a 
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short – but crucial detour – to reflect on the factors that inspired this project, and thus provided 
the contours of its inquiry. 
Personally – and perhaps most importantly – this project grew out of a desire to learn 
more about the LGBTQ community in the United States. As a gay man, I never had an 
opportunity to study queer history, culture, and politics. This project has helped to fill that void. 
Academically, this paper is the product of a long fascination I have had with modern social 
movements, specifically the anticolonial, queer, and feminist struggles of the 1960s and 1970s. 
Finally, this research topic emerged partly because of the current social and political climate – 
one that I see as defined by a persistent erosion of liberal values. It is because of the proliferation 
of protests against the rise of illiberal conditions, both in the United States and around the world, 
that I wanted to understand more concretely how direct action activism was playing out on the 
ground. To say, then, that this research project was the product of anything less than the synergy 
of personal desires, academic interests, and the current socio-political environment would not be 
to tell the entire story. As an ethnographer, I recognize the importance of being open about my 
positionality in the field. Similarly, I also acknowledge that reflecting critically on my 
positionality is vital to understanding the broader context in which this project was conceived.  
My position in the field was complex, sometimes contradictory, and frequently hard to 
navigate. To make sense of it, I draw on the notion of “situated and embodied knowledges,” by 
which I mean my positionality in the field was always deeply personal, and that I never sought to 
capture pure “objectivity.” (Haraway 1991). As a gay male who is “out” and comfortable with 
his sexuality, I was lucky to have discovered a welcoming and inclusive community over the 
course of my project, and to have also forged many beautiful and caring relationships with 
activists beyond my primary field sites. As such, I recognize that my positionality was one of 
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privilege – I fit in quite comfortably with those I met, and I connected with many of them on a 
deeply personal level. This is not a luxury that some ethnographers are frequently afforded. 
The much harder task for me was figuring out how to balance my position as both a 
researcher and an activist. “For an ethnographer of activism, writes Naisargi Dave, “the space 
between participant and observer is a particularly perilous place” (Dave 2012: 25). My many 
failed attempts at finding this middle ground can certainly attest to this; very often, it felt like an 
impossible task. Should I speak during meetings? Should I stay silent? Should I plan the next 
action? Should I watch from the side? Questions like these were constantly on my mind. I 
wanted to be a good researcher, and at the same time feel free to act on my ethical and political 
commitments. My greatest fear was that my activism would somehow “contaminate” my data – 
that it would somehow “expose” my personal and political beliefs, and subsequently discredit my 
work for its lack of “objectivity.” 
Over time, however, I learned to appreciate this space of ambiguity. I confronted the 
dilemmas that arose through my research and came to embrace my dual role as an activist and an 
anthropologist. In adopting a stance of critical solidarity, I brought my academic and experiential 
knowledge into the field with me, and deployed it in the service of social justice (Chari and 
Donner 2010). I used this knowledge, for instance, to critique some of the ideas and language I 
heard at activist meetings. This approach and critical stance thus allowed me to shift between 
subject positions with relative ease. I learned to navigate the (sometimes discomforting) role of 
an ethnographer, without feeling like I had to compromise my personal commitments to social 
justice. I learned that I didn’t have to value one over the other.  
My positionality also took on different forms at each of my field sites. When I joined 
ACT UP, I had no medical background, no relationship to a person with AIDS, and no 
16 
 
understanding of HIV. Perhaps surprisingly, like many current members of ACT UP, I am not 
HIV+ either. Thus, I felt like my position in ACT UP was always defined by a relative degree of 
ignorance. For as curious as I was to learn more about the medical science behind HIV, as well 
as the history of AIDS activism in New York City, I regularly felt uncomfortable speaking up 
about topics I knew so little about.  
With Voices4, the nature of my positionality was a different story. Because I joined the 
group shortly after its inception, I did not feel any pressure to arrive at meetings with “expert 
knowledge”; there was a general sense that we were all learning about the issues together. Unlike 
ACT UP, Voices4 is primarily made up of millennials, perhaps making it easier for me to fit in 
and meet new people. In terms of my personal identities, I did not feel marginalized in any of my 
field sites. If anything, I felt slightly uncomfortable with the amount of power and privilege I 
held as a white-passing, middle-class, college-educated, cisgender, gay male. In the following 
chapters, I will discuss the general demographic makeup of Voices4 and ACT UP. For now, 
though, I turn my attention to the methodology. 
Methodology  
This project was conceptualized after I attended the Voices 4 Chechnya rally in New 
York City on October 14, 2017. Since then, it has expanded in many directions. The project now 
includes two queer activist groups – ACT UP and Voices4 – and follows different theoretical 
trends than I initially had in mind. The empirical data collected for this project comes from 
spending time in the field, doing participant-observation, and conducting semi-structured 
interviews. Following the anthropological tradition, I tried to fully immerse myself in the activist 
groups included in this study. Whenever I was able to make a trip to New York City and 
participate in an organized action, I would.  
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The LGBT Community Center 
Participant observation took place at various locations. Both ACT UP and Voices4 
meetings occurred weekly at the LGBT Community Center in the historic Greenwich Village. 
Since a significant portion of this project examines the nature and social dynamics of protests, 
demonstrations, and other public actions, I also conducted participant-observation wherever 
these actions were held. Some of these (perhaps unique) ethnographic sites include Times 
Square, the Whitney Museum of American Art, Wyckoff Medical Center, the Consulate of 
Uzbekistan, the Trump World Tower, the AIDS Memorial, and the Stonewall Inn. If I could not 
be present for an event, I would follow the groups on social media – specifically Facebook and 
Instagram – and look at the videos and pictures they posted on there.  
My engagement in many different actions – as well as the ample time I had to conduct 
this project – both helped me to develop relationships with activists in the field, and subsequently 
feel comfortable enough to ask them for an interview. All of the interviews for this project were 
conducted between mid-December 2018 and mid-January 2019. Overall, I held semi-structured 
interviews with 12 activists from one of the two activist groups in this study – 6 with members or 
affiliates of Voices4 and 6 with members of ACT UP. Most of the interviews took place in 
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public places, such as cafes, restaurants, Congregation Beit Simchat Torah, and the LGBT 
Community Center. One interview took place in an individual’s apartment. While I always went 
into my interviews with a set of preplanned questions, the interviews often turned into casual 
conversations. I ended up asking many of the same questions to each of the activists I 
interviewed, but in a slightly different way, depending on the group they were affiliated with, or 
in reference to a particular action they took part in.  
It is also important to note that this project was designed to be methodologically flexible. 
My principle goal was to get as involved and familiar with queer activism in New York City as 
possible. This flexibility allowed me to shift between my role as a researcher and an activist – 
though, just to be clear, activists at my field sites were aware that I was primarily there to 
conduct research. I had entered the field with very broad questions, but expected they would 
change when I started recognizing patterns and new points of analysis. Following the advice of 
anthropologist Naisargi Dave, I simply “surrendered” to the field, meaning I simply let my 
research questions reveal themselves naturally over time. Such an approach was not always easy 
to accept; there were many days when I longed to have concrete questions and answers. In the 
end, though, I think the project was strengthened as a result of this approach.  
 Before closing this section, I want to say a word about time in relation to this project. As 
a full-time student at Syracuse University, I had to budget the amount of time and money I spent 
in the field during any given semester. Thanks to the Young Research Fellows Program at 
Syracuse University, I received generous funding at the end of my sophomore year to craft and 
complete an original research project during my final two years as an undergraduate student. 
This opportunity gave me more than enough time to conduct fieldwork, gain access to different 
groups, develop rapport with activists, and observe changes in group dynamics over time. Had I 
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not been given as much time to complete this project, I am sure I would now be writing a very 
different paper. Being a full-time student, however, restricted some of my access as well. I 
couldn’t attend certain events, because I had classes, school-related events, or other personal 
obligations. Because of this reality, I had to rely on social media platforms to follow up on the 
actions I could not be present for. In some of my interviews, I asked activists about these actions. 
Thus, I limit my analysis of these events to their own observations and a variety of media 
sources.  
Outline 
 What follows is divided up into four parts. In Chapter 2, I provide a literature review and 
expand on the theoretical orientations that structure this project. In the following two chapters, I 
examine the orientations, political strategies, and future goals of ACT UP and Voices4 through 
the frames of affect, digital media, and temporality. Chapter 3 looks at Voices4 – specifically at 
its early development, its past and present actions, discourses, future pursuits, and use of social 
media. Chapter 4 focuses specifically on ACT UP, providing a brief outline of its emergence and 
then diving into its contemporary activities; here, I examine the group’s mission, internal 
dynamics, ongoing projects, and tactical repertoire. In these two chapters, I analyze my empirical 
data and use my theoretical frames to dissect, complicate, and compare the social dynamics at 
work in each of the groups included in this project. Finally, I will conclude with a brief 
discussion on the different approaches taken by Voices4 and ACT UP, as well as potentially new 
spaces of “the political” they are opening up. In this section, I also consider ideas for future 
research: what might a speculative anthropology reveal about the future of queer activism, and 
what it means to be truly liberated? 
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Chapter 2 
Theory: Affect, Digital Media, Temporality  
 Theoretically, the questions driving this paper are about the limits and possibilities of 
queer activism in New York City. To engage these questions, I examine the social dynamics of 
Voices4 and ACT UP, two direct action groups that are entangled in different but related 
struggles. This section will review the literature and develop the theoretical frameworks that 
structure the rest of my thesis. Furthermore, it will outline the logics I see playing out across 
these groups, and in so doing, not only draw on social movement theory, but expand on areas 
within it that have not been sufficiently addressed. Since social movement theory is inter-
disciplinary, my argument reflects this inter-disciplinarity; I draw from a variety of fields, 
including anthropology, sociology, philosophy, queer studies, and media studies. Inspired by the 
theoretical approaches to social movements and my own field data, I focus on three dimensions 
of this broader field: affect, technology, and temporality. Specifically, I look at how these 
domains shape the nature of direct action activism, as well as the social dynamics within ACT 
UP and Voices4. Finally, I acknowledge that these groups have different histories, goals, and 
strategic repertoires, which have significant implications for their activism and the politics 
produced therein.  
 There are several arguments that frame my analysis. My first argument is that social 
movements are not homogenous in identity, ideology, or practice. Take, for example, the 
LGBTQ movement, which is made up of large transnational NGOs, local grassroots 
organizations, and individual actors, all of whom articulate different strategies and goals. The 
point here is that social movements are highly diverse; in many cases, they are sites of contention 
and driven by competing agendas. In Queer Activism after Marriage Equality, Joseph Nicholas 
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DeFilippis (2018) argues that new queer social movements have recently emerged alongside the 
mainstream, and rapidly globalizing, gay rights movement. These local, grassroots groups are 
focused more on intersectional and multi-issue interests, rather than the “equality-based agenda,” 
which is characteristic of the mainstream movement (2018: 65). Ultimately, DeFilippis argues 
that these grassroots queer liberation groups constitute their very own social movement. He calls 
their approach, borrowing from Dean Spade at the Sylvia Rivera Law Project, “trickle-up social 
justice,” where the multiple and intersecting issues of a community’s most vulnerable are 
prioritized, rather than the single-issue, equality-driven interests set by wealthy donors and 
NGOs (DeFilippis & Anderson-Nathe, 2017).  
For the purposes of this paper, I am only investigating a small segment of activist groups, 
and I situate them within their own social and historical contexts. While I think there are aspects 
of these groups that reflect the “alternate movement” defined by DeFilippis, other aspects 
complicate this classification; in other words, the groups in this study do not fit cleanly into 
either category: mainstream or alternate. Let me be clear: I am not trying to make any broad-
sweeping claims about the national or global LGBTQ movement; my focus is on the forms of 
direct action practiced by two activist groups doing important work for the queer community in 
and beyond New York City. This thesis is a comparative reflection on the actions these groups 
have organized, and I take such an approach, in order to highlight the specific contexts in which 
these groups are located and to pinpoint commonalities and differences between them.  
 In my second argument, I want to suggest that even though ACT UP and Voices4 share 
similar tools and strategies, these groups ultimately take different overall approaches to activism, 
due to their respective visions and goals. As will become clearer over the next two chapters, 
Voices4 emphasizes consciousness-raising activities and works primarily to amplify the voices 
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of other activists on the ground through its social media reach. ACT UP’s activism is driven, on 
the other hand, by a desire to end AIDS – it seeks social and structural transformation. Now, this 
is not to suggest that Voices4 does not strive to transform structures that perpetuate homophobia, 
or that ACT UP does not engage in consciousness-raising actions. These were simply broad 
patterns I observed in the field. In what follows, I will illustrate these points through 
ethnographic examples. But for now, let me turn to the literature that provides the foundation for 
the rest of my paper.  
Theoretical Inspirations  
  In what follows, I draw on concepts from social movement theory that inform my 
theoretical orientation in this project. To explain the phenomenon of participant mobilization, I 
engage with Snow, Cress, Downey, and Jones (1998), who argue that collective action is 
prompted by a disruption of the quotidian, that is, people’s everyday routines. Building further 
on this, I draw on Snow and Benford (1988) and their discussion of framing as a mobilizing 
force. In their piece called “Ideology, Frame Resonance, and Participant Mobilization,” Snow 
and Benford stress the importance of framing, and unpack the complex features involved in this 
process. For my project, I am especially concerned with three forms of framing: what they call 
diagnostic framing, prognostic framing, and motivational framing. Diagnostic framing “involves 
identification of a problem and the attribution of blame or causality” (1988: 200). Prognostic 
framing, on the other hand, is meant to “suggest solutions to the problem” and “identify 
strategies, tactics, and targets” (201). It asks the question, “What is to be done?” Finally, a 
motivational frame entails “a call to arms or rationale for action that goes beyond the diagnosis 
and prognosis” (201). With these critical concepts from social movement theory in mind, I now 
progress to my second set of literature: the ethnography.  
23 
 
Ethnography and Affect 
The ethnographic accounts I incorporate into this paper are crucial, because they 
highlight or elaborate on areas that are often missing from the social movement literature. First, I 
turn to affect, which scholars such as James Jasper regard as an “integral part of all social 
action.” (1998: 404). In this thesis, I draw on Kathleen Stewart’s (2007) notion of ordinary 
affects, which she defines as “the varied, surging capacities to affect and be affected that give 
everyday life the quality of a continual motion of relations, scenes, contingences, and 
emergences” (1-2). In other words, affects are relational things – they give form to everyday 
encounters.  
 To help me further conceptualize activism and its affective components, I draw on the 
anthropologist Naisargi Dave and her ethnography, Queer Activism in India: A Story in the 
Anthropology of Ethics, where she defines queer activism as an ethical practice that includes 
three related affective practices: problematization, invention, and creative relational practice 
(2012: 8). Like Dave, I also incorporate insights from the work of queer theorist Jose Muñoz 
(2009), who considers the forms of “affective, cohesive sociality” that exist in queer activist 
spaces. (8). These observations, which examine the relationship between the affective and the 
ethical, help me flesh out the social dynamics of the activists, actions, and groups in this study.  
Another ethnographer, Deborah Gould, who has also worked on queer activism, 
illuminates the ways in which affect plays out in the context of this project. In her seminal book, 
Moving Politics: Emotion and ACT UP’s Fight Against AIDS, Gould moves social movement 
theory beyond resource calculations, framing tactics, and mobilization strategies. As a scholar–
activist herself, Gould brings careful attention and intimate knowledge from her participation in 
ACT UP/Chicago to bear on her work. She traces the historical trajectory of ACT UP, starting 
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with its origin in 1987, then moving through its development, and finally, to its decline. Her 
main argument is that “various constellations of affects, feelings, and emotions, as they shifted 
over time, decisively shaped the trajectory of lesbian and gay, and eventually queer, political 
responses to AIDS” (10). Borrowing Gould’s concept of emotional habitus, by which she means 
the “prevailing ways of feeling and emoting, as well as the embodied, axiomatic understandings 
and norms about feelings and their expression,” I will examine in this paper those “structures of 
feeling” (Williams 1977) which give form to experience and action, often in ways that are 
inarticulable, and outside our conscience, but nonetheless full of potential (Massumi 1987).  
Sian Lazar (2017) also provides an informative framework for understanding activism, 
exploring the symbolic and experiential power of street actions. A critical insight she provides, is 
that street demonstrations “vary cross-culturally and develop dynamically through time, mixing 
recurring elements with innovation” (243). Here, her examination of street protests “as cultural 
products or texts” leads to other important understandings of performance, political ritual, and 
agency.  
In thinking about the performative nature of street protests, I look to Paula Serafini 
(2014), who brings the idea of translation into the realm of activism. Here, Serafini asks how the 
idea of translation shifts “when the action in place involves harmonies, costumes or a script.” I 
think with Serafini, particularly in regard to the “funeral” action Voices4 organized during the 
2018 New York City Pride March. What forms of translation did this performance require? How 
did it resonate with the audience? And what were the emotional responses it engendered?  
I also draw here on Laura Kunreuther (2018) and her article, “Sounds of Democracy: 
Performance, Protest, and Political Subjectivity,” to think about the political meanings of 
“voice,” and to reflect on how the idea of “voice” is understood in the activist groups I include 
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within this project. In her article, Kunreuther links the voice to individual and collective 
understandings and acknowledges its use “as a metaphor for political participation.”  
The concept of “voice” clearly has powerful and resonant force – not least when it comes 
to social movements and the struggle against different forms of marginalization and oppression. 
The name of the rally, Voices 4 Chechnya, was proposed by Lyosha, a gay asylum seeker and 
exiled professor from Russia who is currently the co-president of RUSA LGBT, an advocacy 
group for queer asylum seekers from the post-Soviet bloc. During our interview, he told me that 
he proposed the name “Voices” for the event because, at the time of the Soviet Union’s collapse, 
“a lot of radio stations called “Voice” were born.” For the first time, many people were able “to 
hear the voice of a different world,” he said. They felt a sense of freedom. In a similar way, 
Lyosha proposed the name “Voices” to convey a struggle for freedom – for personal and sexual 
liberation.  
Voice is important in another regard as well. At various actions I attended, I heard 
testimonies from victims of Chechnya’s anti-queer violence. As such, I incorporate the work of 
Meg McLagan, who writes about testimonies – a political, ethical, and affective practice used by 
ACT UP and Voices4. “Testimony, she writes, “creates an intersubjective space for exchange in 
which identification with a suffering ‘other’ can take place. Through this process of 
identification, we become connected to a political project and can be moved to action” (2007: 
309-310). Testimonies, in this sense, are performative practices and enable critical capacities. As 
McLagan notes, “they make ethical claims on viewers and listeners,” and they have the capacity 
to “cultivate potential ethical actors in the global arena” (McLagan 2007: 310). Using these 
insights, I will explore in the following sections of the paper issues of voice and visibility, 
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political agency, and translation within the context of queer direct action activism in New York 
City.     
 In a disciplinary shift, I now bring into my discussion the work of a feminist philosopher, 
Sally Scholz. In her book, Political Solidarity, Scholz defines political solidarity as “a unity of 
individuals each responding to a particular situation of injustice, oppression, social vulnerability 
and tyranny” (51). Here, political solidarity refers to collective action with a social justice bent. It 
“arises in opposition to something” that people find reprehensible, and it strives towards social 
change (54). In this sense, political solidarity entails a moral relation; people join a cause 
because they believe it is the right thing to do. I draw on Scholz’s work for the purposes of this 
project, because it resonates with much of the ethico-political rhetoric I heard in the field: 
Voices4 and RUSA activists routinely invoked the language of responsibility and obligation. 
Indeed, these ethico-political grammars brought together the spheres of ethics and politics: the 
oft-cited phrase at Voices4 protests, “I am responsible for my queer family everywhere” 
explicitly captures this sentiment – the message being that one is ethically bound to engage in 
political action whenever an injustice towards queer people comes to light. An important point 
that Scholz outlines in her theory is that many factors compel people to join in political 
solidarity, including, but not limited to feelings of hope, fear, anger, pity, and sympathy (50). 
Scholz points to a critical insight: political solidarity – and the forms of collective action to 
which it refers –  is not only a way of being and being together as ethical subjects in the world; it 
is also a way of feeling and feeling together as ethical subjects in the world. Thus, political 
solidarity functions here as a moral, political, and affective grammar. What kinds of collectives 
or attachments might this bring?  In subsequent chapters, I explore this more deeply. 
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 Adding a slightly different perspective on solidarity, I borrow from sociologist, Yasmeen 
Arif, who introduces the notion of “wounded attachments” in her book, Life, Emergent: The 
Social in the Afterlives of Violence. According to Arif, these wounded attachments are 
“[e]xperiences of shared suffering, marginalization, and victimization” or “experiences of 
solidarity” which “outline the borders through which groups of politicized identities congeal” 
(106). These experiences, she notes, frequently draw on “affiliations that trace belonging in a 
span of pasts” that linger above “present-day hostility” (106). I include the notion of wounded 
attachments here, because I think it specifically helps us understand how Voices4 makes sense of 
its activism. It is through the activation of a mythical past brought into the present – one that is 
spelled out in images, signs, and symbols – that draws a community together and produces 
collective action. Here, I’m thinking about the Voices 4 Chechnya protest, which, both 
symbolically and discursively, inscribed queer people into a “community of sentiment” based on 
a shared history of persecution, and a present marked by vulnerability (Appadurai 1990). 
Digital Media 
 In a more radical shift, I now turn my focus to the media. “Digital activism,” as it were, 
has been around since the 1990s, when greater numbers of people were gaining access to the 
internet (Kaun and Uldam 2018). Here, I open my discussion on the digital sphere by bringing 
affect and political action into conversation with the realm of technology in order to understand 
what sorts of implications emerge when activists use the media to collaborate and organize 
collective action. In thinking about affect and technology, I draw from Kaarina Nikunen’s article, 
“From irony to solidarity: affective practice and social media activism.” Following scholars who 
argue that affect be understood within meaning-making processes, and thereby be made available 
for social analysis (2018: 11), Nikunen examines how the “affective practices” of a solidarity 
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and anti-immigrant group transpire over social media. While I am of the view that affect is 
potential that exists “at the very edge of semantic availability,” as Raymond Williams (1977) 
once remarked, I do think that social media is a site where we can gauge how affects are 
translated and given meaning. In this sense, I am interested in the digital strategies ACT UP and 
Voices4 deploy, as well as the affective undertones they produce. How is the sphere of social 
media harnessed by these activists? What role does it serve? What are its effects and its affects? 
What kinds texts, images, or stories are displayed? Indeed, what forms of community manifest in 
this space – and might we think of them, in the words of Arjun Appadurai (1990) as 
“communities of sentiment” – communities that are always “capable of moving from shared 
imagination to collective action? (1996: 8).  
Social media offers a lot of potential. It’s used extensively by the activist groups in this 
project and provides a platform for them to gain more followers, promote their campaigns, and 
display their actions. The sphere of technology, I want to suggest, is pushing the boundaries of 
the political, in the sense that it is creating a new political imaginary and also extending the space 
of collective political action. Here, social media is able to complement traditional forms of direct 
action like sit-ins and street protests, while allowing for greater anonymity. It also facilitates 
connections that extend across space and time – joining activists around the world in a “logic of 
networking” that enables “practices of communication and coordination across diversity and 
difference on the part of collective actors” (Juris 2012). 
Temporality                                                                                                                                       
In this section, I want to explore the coexisting temporalities that shape direct action 
activism. Here, I see temporality acting in several ways. I begin with a return to social movement 
theory and the notion of prefigurative politics, introduced by Carl Boggs in 1977, which is 
29 
 
characterized as “those forms of social relations, decision-making, culture, and human 
experience that are the ultimate goal” of a group or movement. Here, the anticipation of a 
desirable future is what guides the practices of the group. In this sense, the future seems to 
dictate – or perhaps even slip into – the present, something Vincent Crapanzano refers to as “the 
space-time of the imaginary.” (Crapanzano 2004:14). While I did observe practices that would 
appear to prefigure an egalitarian future within ACT UP and Voices4, I heard almost no explicit 
talk about the future. Activists, for the most part, remained fixated on the present: on current 
issues, provocations, and actions. The past was invoked in ACT UP – particularly in relation to 
actions that activists wanted to resuscitate in the present, or in Voices4 with the use of symbols, 
images, and stories.  
Perhaps, here, it would be helpful to think with Sian Lazar (2014), who defines ‘historical 
time’ as “a sense of emplacement within a historical narrative of political action that looks back 
to the past…and forwards to an imagined set of possibilities,” and ‘attritional time,’ which refers 
to a state of “constant protest or negotiation” especially when “there is no resolution in sight” – 
what Lazar calls “mundane political time” (91-92). While activists did not frequently speak 
about the future, this does not mean that activists were not involved – either consciously or 
unconsciously – in practices of “world-building” (Gould 2009). In fact, most activists told me 
that they were committed to structural change and building a better future; this desire, however, 
was frequently inhibited in practice by the practical challenges imposed on direct action, such as 
a lack of people and resources; it often resulted in an inability to keep targeted actors accountable 
to the activists’ demands over time.  
Here, the temporal present seems to dictate the trajectory of direct action groups, and it 
does so through a logic of urgency, which forces activists to decide which issues require the most 
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immediate response, fit the right criteria, mobilize the most people, and garner the most 
attention. In this sense, direct action is restrained by a logic of urgency to the temporal present. I 
do not mean to suggest that particular moments of injustice cannot spur actions that seek greater 
change. Due, however, to the nature and limitations of direct action groups – such as member 
turnover rates – activists can typically only respond to individual cases of injustice in the present. 
They sometimes cannot – and perhaps do not always seek to – address larger structural issues. 
So, while on the one hand, this temporal urgency can be seen as a limitation, on the other, it can 
inspire the emergence of new and strong coalitions made up of groups aimed at different targets, 
and involved in related struggles. The possibility for solidarity and new forms of sociality is 
subsequently made available.   
 In bringing affect, digital media, and temporality together, the biggest limitation I see is 
that, due to the nature of direct action activism, groups such as ACT UP and Voices4 are often 
restricted to the temporal present because they are reliant on people and resources to organize a 
successful action. Here, a successful action, though it varies from group to group, often includes 
one of the following short-term goals: stimulating a response from the target, educating the 
public, or making waves in the media. In order to achieve any of these short-term goals, groups 
must appeal to many people, as this is their main source of power; to do this, though, they need 
to evoke people’s ethical sensibilities. Effectively, they must continue to learn and rely on an 
affective politics – which I characterize as a cyclical and reactive form of politics grounded in 
the present that appeals to people through emotion and a sense of immediacy. Social media, I 
want to suggest here, has recently become the main way to do this, as it allows groups to 
accumulate followers at rapid speeds, disseminate messages, display its actions, and promote 
itself through appealing words and images. Yet, again, relying primarily on an affective politics, 
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restricts direct action groups to the temporal present. By their very nature, then, the direct action 
groups in this project are structurally confined (to some degree) by a logic of urgency based on 
an affective politics; this is because the impact of their actions is dependent on the resources (e.g. 
people, money, and connections) they mobilize for any given event. Although it is inherently 
fragile and fleeting, has political solidarity’s affective dimension become more dominant than 
either its moral or political dimensions? With social media transforming the modern social and 
political landscape – and perhaps altering our political imaginations, spaces, and possibilities – 
the nature and impact of direct action may change. In the future, direct action activist groups – 
including ACT UP and Voices4 – may be able to achieve more long-term, structural changes. 
But this is a point for future research.  
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Chapter 3 
Voices4 
On April 1, 2017, a report by Russian opposition newspaper, Novaya Gazeta, described a 
terrifying wave of targeted attacks against LGBT people in Chechnya, a small federal republic in 
southern Russia. Drawing on eyewitness accounts and personal testimonies, the report alleged 
that people were being abducted, detained, tortured, and killed based to their perceived sexual 
orientation. While activists and human rights organizations roundly condemned these attacks, the 
international community largely remained silent. Ramzan Kadyrov, Head of the Chechen 
Republic, not only denied the ongoing violence against the LGBT community; he also denied 
their very existence, stating in one interview, “We don’t have those kinds of people here. We 
don’t have any gays” (The Telegraph, July 2017).  
Not long after the report from Novaya Gazeta was released and picked up by the 
international media, activists in New York City came together to figure out how to address the 
crisis in Chechnya. This was the birth of Voices4, a primarily millennial non-violent direct-
action activist group with the goal of achieving global queer liberation. On October 17, 2017, 
Voices4 partnered with RUSA LGBT, an advocacy group for queer asylum seekers from the 
post-Soviet bloc, to stage their first major protest. The groups were demanding that the Trump 
administration provide humanitarian parole visas to the victims of Chechnya’s gay purges. At 
2pm on the day of the event, hundreds of people met in front of the iconic Stonewall Inn. 
Speakers at the rally included world-renowned author and activist, Masha Gessen, as well 
as Rabbi Sharon Kleinbaum of New York City’s Congregation Beit Simchat Torah, the largest 
LGBTQ-affirming synagogue in the world. The march, which ensued at the end of the rally, 
began at the Stonewall Inn and ended in front of the Trump World Tower, across from the 
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United Nations. There, activists gathered for nearly 10 minutes, holding signs, carrying rainbow 
flags, and demanding to be heard.   
This chapter will examine the discourses, practices, and “public feelings” (Cvetkovich 
2007) I observed during my fieldwork with Voices4. I focus specifically on the actions I attended 
or observed for nearly two years. My goal is to understand the social dynamics of collective 
action, and the nature of the politics that underlies it. Collective action can take on many 
different forms: sometimes as sit-ins, marches, and picket lines, or as strategy meetings, digital 
protests, and kiss-ins. In this chapter, following my theoretical framings, the three areas I draw 
on to illuminate the complexities of collective action are affect, digital media, and temporality. 
While activists did not always point out to me the importance of these aspects, I came to 
recognize their significance over time. Through interviews, online articles, and scholarship from 
multiple disciplines, I explore how each of these registers shape the political, experiential, and 
tactical domains of direct action activism.   
The questions that drive this chapter emerged during my first encounter with queer 
activism at the Voices 4 Chechnya protest in October 2017. While my participation at the rally 
was motivated in part by a growing scholarly interest in contemporary queer activism, it was 
equally inspired by a developing awareness of global LGBTQ issues and an ethical impulse to 
act. For the first time during the Voices 4 Chechnya march, I felt the euphoria that envelopes one 
during a protest – the sense of solidarity that provides comfort and strength. I paid close attention 
to the emotional cues that pervaded the crowd, the number of cameras and cellphones, as well as 
the rhythm of our collective movement as we marched from the Stonewall Inn to the Trump 
World Tower.   
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During the rally, I was also intrigued by the language and images I observed. Something 
that specifically stood out to me was the ethical language of obligation I heard throughout the 
rally. Adam Eli, a founding member of Voices4, declared during his speech, “The Voices 
community has one thing in common: a deeply ingrained sense of empathy. We believe being 
gay comes with an obligation to help other gay people. We believe that if you mess with one 
queer – you mess with us all!” In his speech, Lyosha Gorshkov, co-president of RUSA LGBT, 
addressed the crowd as his “queer family,” a phrase I linked to Kath Weston’s (1991) notion of 
“chosen family,” which refers to the alternate kinship ties queer people develop when their 
biological families abandon them. Symbols with powerful historical resonance, such as the pink 
triangle that was popularized by Gran Fury and ACT UP in the 1980s, were also present at the 
rally on signs and T-shirts. The overall atmosphere – the thrill, the crowd, the symbols, and the 
sense of urgency – excited me and generated many new and interesting questions. I will return to 
some of these later, but it is safe to say that the trajectory of this project was inspired in large part 
by the initial observations I made at the Voices 4 Chechnya march.  
Background 
Since the summer of 2017, Voices4 and RUSA LGBT have centered much, though not 
all, of their activism around the ongoing crisis in Chechnya. On its website, which is now 
defunct, Voices4 stated that it “believes in non-violent, direct-action activism” as a way to “fight 
for the dignity and equality of all.” Its mission statement also declared, “We will not stand by as 
the Chechen Republic orders and encourages the capture, torture, and death of its own LGBTQ+ 
people.” The group’s ethical framework is based on what it calls a “global queer consciousness.” 
This is a notion that Wyatt, a member of the group, described to me as the idea that “as a queer 
person, you’re responsible and have an obligation to other queer people around the world.” This 
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responsibility is articulated through the frame of privilege, meaning that as out New Yorkers, 
these activists recognize that they have a platform many queer people around the world do not, 
and that as such, they have a special obligation to speak out against injustice and to push those in 
power to pursue actions that secure the equality and dignity of all. This acknowledgment forms 
the ethical and political basis of the group. It is what moves them and nourishes their 
commitments. Central to this philosophical orientation is the cultivation of an ethics of 
responsibility, a form of engagement that manifests in different ways, and includes establishing 
connections between queer activists around the globe. As Wyatt stated, this practice is crucial to 
the mission of Voices4 and its expanding, global network; it could mean helping activists 
fundraise, giving them press contacts, or merely “listening to them about what they want to see 
and what would be most helpful” to them, “especially in the face of a crisis.”  
In a document called “Mission, Vision, and Strategy” that was drafted in August 2018, 
Voices4 articulated some of its basic principles. These were drawn up after the group went 
through a “restructuring” phase. During one of my last meetings with the group over the 
summer, we discussed the document together and raised any concerns we had. I will outline 
some of the details below in order to provide a sketch of the group’s mission, vision, and 
strategy: 
• Voices4 proposed the following as its potential mission statement: “Voices4 aims to build 
a global coalition of queer and [trans] activists who fight for the human rights of queer 
and [trans] people within their own countries and around the world.” (The term “trans” 
was subsequently added into this statement after open discussion during the meeting.) 
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• The potential vision states, “One day we will live in a world in which all people, 
regardless of gender identity or sexual orientation, can live free of identity-based 
violence, fear, and discrimination.”  
• The strategy section includes the following: “Voices4 will take a two-pronged approach 
to combating the persecution of queer people around the world: a) using Voices4’s 
platform and resources to amplify the efforts of activist groups and communities around 
the world and b) advocating for policy at both the domestic level and at the level of 
Intergovernmental Organizations (IGOs). We aim to identify, expose, and break down 
international and domestic systems creating the conditions for Queer oppression and 
persecution by building an inclusive, interconnected, and global coalition of queer 
activists at international, regional, and national levels, working in their home countries 
and in conjunction with partner countries.” 
• The document also outlines the following: Voices4 works to 1) identify domestic and 
international human rights violations affecting LGBTQIA+ populations; 2) build 
coalitions with those directly affected; 3) mobilize in-person and digital actions to bring 
awareness to those issues; 4) propose domestic and international economic and policy 
change – informed by those directly impacted – to achieve queer liberation in those 
situations.” 
In contrast to Voices4, RUSA, which was established in 2008, does not function 
primarily as a direct-action activist group. Its main purpose is to provide a space for LGBTQ 
asylum seekers from the former Soviet Union to socialize and to find support. The group also 
works to “increase acceptance and inclusion of LGBTQ people within the Russian-speaking 
public” (website). RUSA organizes events on a regular basis; workshops and legal clinics are 
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held every month, and drag shows and holiday parties are common as well. However, since news 
of human rights violations in Chechnya came to light in early 2017, RUSA – and its co-
president, Lyosha Gorshkov – have gotten increasingly involved in public actions.   
Voices4 has developed especially close ties with RUSA. Since the October protest march, 
Voices4 and RUSA have collaborated on a number of actions. On November 7, 2017, the two 
groups staged a protest in front of the Russian Consulate in New York City, demanding an 
investigation into the disappearance of popstar, Zelimkhan Bakaev, a suspected victim of 
Chechnya’s “gay purges.” On February 11, 2018, Voices4 and RUSA also collaborated on a 
kiss-in protest, which took place in front of the Uzbek Consulate in New York City with the aim 
of shedding light on increasing violence towards LGBTQ people in Uzbekistan, Azerbaijan, and 
Tajikistan. The Columbus Circle action on April 28 was staged to mark the one-year anniversary 
of the attacks on Chechnya’s LGBTQ community. While the Pride March on June 24 brought 
together activist groups from across the city to participate in the Resistance Contingent, which 
demonstrated against the “hyper commercialization, over-policing and police presence within the 
March, and excessive restrictions on participants” (Facebook). While other actions have indeed 
been organized, these collaborations are the ones I will focus on in the rest of my analysis.   
Affect  
People are affected by things all the time. Whether by a shocking image, a heartrending 
story, or something else, we get moved by the stuff we sense and experience in the world. In this 
section, I will explore the experiential nature of activism by examining the performativity of 
actions and the circulation of the public feelings they produce. Protest actions are intentionally 
evocative, fostering a sense of connectedness and belonging. This section will therefore focus on 
the critical role that affect plays in collective action, situating it within the context of Voices4. 
38 
 
To illustrate affect at work, I will look at various angles. The first one explores 
mobilization; why do activists become activists? This question is fundamentally about what 
affects or moves people to collective action. What happens when complacency gives way to 
political commitments? What work does emotion perform? Members of Voices4 all told me that 
they felt that emotion played an important role in their activism. Je’Jae, a gender non-conforming 
member of the group, who has struggled with homelessness and conversion therapy, said that for 
them, emotion injects a “stronger message” into activism. It allows one to empathize and connect 
with others – it is used as “a way to heal.” In this sense, Je’Jae sees emotion as both a triggering 
and reflective force – one that demands internal and external attention. Je’Jae also stated that 
they thought empathy was the most important factor in becoming politically engaged, whether as 
an activist or an ally. For Je’Jae, cultivating the right emotions (like empathy) is central to being 
an activist and compelling political action. Here, what Je’Jae is referring to are the “feeling 
rules” that legitimize certain emotions and behaviors, but not others (Shepard 2017: 114).  
Leo, who joined Voices4 for its Columbus Circle protest in April 2018, brought 
emotional politics together with an appeal to logic, heart, and spirit. To him, emotion manifests 
in different forms and depends on an individual’s positionality. Sometimes, he told me, love 
serves as the driving force behind one’s activism, while at other times, it’s rage or anger. 
Regardless of this, however, Leo firmly believed that in order to successfully mobilize the 
public, activists need to know how to appeal as much to people’s logical mentality as to their 
emotional sensibilities. This view is supported by the popular phrase, “changing hearts and 
minds,” which queer activists often invoked during meetings and actions.  
Wyatt, another Voices4 member, spoke about the emotional intensity of participating in 
an action. The experience of participating in a protest is for him personally transformative: 
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“There’s a ton of adrenaline happening when you’re organizing a protest…you just feel so much 
more in solidarity with the people that you’re protesting on behalf of and with the people that 
you’re protesting alongside…There’s something there that really can’t be replicated. It’s kind of 
a bug. There’s this buzz that you get from being involved with it that makes you want to keep 
doing it and is very exciting.” Here, Wyatt’s reflection evokes the imagery of contagion: he 
describes the experience of a protest as a “bug” and connects this to a heightened sense of 
solidarity with those he’s protesting with and on behalf of. His statement implies a notion of 
relationality. Echoing other activists who describe a feeling of connectedness, this language 
provides a frame for understanding the affective terrain on which political solidarity (Scholz 
2008) is practiced and pursued.  
While affect is certainly important for understanding what propels people into activism, it 
can also be explored through its deployment during actions, such as when activists mobilize 
affective grammars in a performative capacity to send a message or induce a response. To 
illustrate this, I examine an action that occurred during the 2018 Pride March in New York City. 
Though I was not in attendance, I draw from interviews with activists who were there, as well as 
online stories that covered the event. On June 24, 2018, a few dozen activists from Voices4 – all 
of whom were wearing black – marched with ten coffins covered with the rainbow and 
transgender flags, as well as signs in a demonstration of solidarity with victims of anti-queer 
violence around the world. The white banner they carried during the march was emblazoned with 
Voices4 members at 
NYC Pride 2018.  
Photograph by 
Hunter Abrams. 
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the group’s signature – two triangles, positioned side-by-side, facing opposite directions, with 
one fully colored and the other consisting of stripes. The name “Voices4” was written 
underneath; the phrase “Marching for Those Who Cannot” was displayed above.  
In one of my interviews, I spoke to Jesse, a long-time member of the group and the 
person in charge of visuals. Jesse told me upfront that “the whole idea behind the Pride visuals” 
was “that it was supposed to be this moving piece of theater and a performance,” but then 
quickly added, “I’m kind of iffy to say performance, just because I don’t want it to appear 
performative.” Here, Jesse’s discomfort with the performative nature of the action highlights an 
interesting tension. On the one hand, the action was intended to be a powerful political statement. 
Jesse, along with many others, insisted that the NYC Pride March was not a parade, thus drawing 
a connection to an earlier tradition of gay liberation marches that were explicitly political, and 
were about bringing widespread attention to violence and discrimination towards LGBTQ 
people. Yet, on the other hand, Jesse’s hesitance reveals the symbolic and performative 
dimensions of the action, demonstrating how its relevance was not just located in its message, 
but in its ability to move and affect others on a deeply personal level.  
Again, the action was at once a political statement, but also a deeply symbolic and 
performative expression of solidarity. Members of the group carried coffins and held up signs 
naming countries where LGBTQ people are systematically oppressed and unable to express 
themselves. In this sense, they were diagnosing a problem: the globally expanding politics of 
homophobia. The action was designed to look like a funeral march; people were dressed in black 
clothes, applied dark makeup, and tied white bands around their arms. By this, activists were 
rendering visible the lives of those who are so often invisible. Their collective action, in this 
sense, was symbolic and representational, producing “clusters of messages intended to change 
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attitudes,” (Brysk 1995: 562). In other words, it entailed a redistribution of the sensible (Rancière 
2010).  
 The affective and performative nature of this action was clear from its planning stages. At 
a Voices4 meeting during the lead-up to Pride, members discussed the intended tone of the 
action. After some deliberation, the group decided they would counter the loud and celebratory 
atmosphere with a somber mood. The action, in this sense, was strategically organized and 
evocative. Jesse summed it up best when he reflected back on the action: “That was a really 
proud moment I think for the organization, because it had a lot of impact and resonated really 
well with the people that were on the sidelines of the march. I mean, you saw a lot of people with 
their first up in the air showing solidarity with the movement…they were kind of reconsidering.” 
 This action resonated powerfully with its audience; one might say it was a moment of 
translation. By this, I mean that the action’s political message obtained its critical force through 
the language of art and performance (Serafini 2014). Any act of translation inevitably contains 
some ambiguity; as Serafini notes, this “means that the processes behind an artistic-political 
action incorporate elements of art making on the one hand, and campaigning or direct action on 
the other” (Serafini 2014). Voices4 activists strategically set up the action to highlight the fact 
that in many parts of the world, queer people still cannot legally march for their rights, let alone 
express themselves in public. The two goals of this action were to raise awareness of important 
global issues, and to compel action. Emotional appeals, as I already mentioned, were essential to 
achieving these goals. Perhaps, an action such as this might be characterized best as an “ethical 
spectacle,” that is, a performative space that challenges basic assumptions about reality, and 
proposes alternatives for the future (Duncombe 2007). As an ethical spectacle, the Pride action 
rendered visible the invisible, and challenged general assumptions about the global progress of 
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LGBTQ rights. Its message was transmitted powerfully because it drew on ethical, political, and 
affective grammars – it was at once a political message, an ethical call to action, and a deeply 
moving performance.  
 As these examples then show, affect plays a significant part in the world of queer 
activism. For many of the people I met in the field, feeling a sense of responsibility and 
obligation fueled their participation in Voices4. While they did not always articulate this in such 
terms, their actions, too, were affectively charged. Voices4 employs a range of consciousness-
raising activities; one of its central missions, again, is to develop what it calls a “global queer 
consciousness.” The politics that underlies this collective action is therefore greatly dependent on 
the work of affect in moving people to action, challenging complacency, and rendering a world 
of homophobic violence visible to those who can choose to look away. The call on people to 
harness their privilege and work towards “global queer liberation” is not just a political or ethical 
one; it is also deeply affective. It relies on the stimulation of the senses, requiring one to be 
vulnerable. It opens up a space for a “community of sentiment” (Appadurai 1990) to emerge. In 
the case of Voices4, a central challenge is learning how to create an ethical community through 
affective appeals and a political strategy – one that takes responsibility for its privilege, and uses 
it to speak out against the systematic oppression of queer people around the world.  
Through the deployment of symbolic and discursive strategies – as well as the “wounded 
attachments” (Arif 2016) that emerge in these sorts of spaces – Voices4 imagines a “global queer 
community” based on a shared history of persecution, and a present marked by vulnerability. The 
symbol of the pink triangle provides one such example. Used to mark homosexual men who 
were targeted by the Nazi regime, the symbol has been taken up and repurposed by activist 
groups over time, and continues to cultivate a political consciousness – one that directly 
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condemns the act of silence in the face of suffering (Jensen 2007). Symbols, discourses, and 
specific kinds of activities help to facilitate the ongoing project of imagining a global queer 
community, one that is built on a shared identity and grounded in collective action. Attending to 
the ways in which affect mobilizes, travels, and performs in spaces of protest is integral to 
understanding the personal and political nature of collective action, as well as the broader goals 
of Voices4.  How these ideas get harnessed in the media is the subject of the following section.   
III. Digital Media 
Media plays a major role in Voices4’s activism. Many of my interlocutors told me they 
first heard about Voices4 through social media – I did as well. Je’Jae told me that they first 
learned about Voices4 through social media, while looking “for some way to channel a lot of my 
oppression…” Joyce, a thirty-some-year-old woman who grew up in the Church of Scientology 
and was also looking for queer activist groups in New York City, came across Voices4 online. 
When she discovered Voices4 in August 2017, Joyce told me that the situation in Chechnya 
“struck close to home for me, just because the logic of Ramzan Kadyrov’s, ‘We’re not having a 
gay purge because gay people don’t exist,’ is the logic of Scientology’s attitude to queer people, 
which is that once you attain a level of spiritual advancement within the religion, you’re just 
naturally cisgender and heterosexual.” Wyatt, who had been volunteering at OutRight Action 
International, also learned about Voices4’s activism over social media. After meeting members 
of the group at an OutRight conference in December 2017, he ran into some folks at a holiday 
party, and subsequently decided to attend a meeting. Wyatt was looking to engage with “on-the-
ground activism,” and saw Voices4 as a great opportunity to do so. Since attending his first rally 
at Columbus Circle on April 28, Wyatt has stuck with the group, noting that he currently assists 
with operations, because that is where his “skillset hits.”  
44 
 
As these examples demonstrate, social media played a crucial role in attracting people to 
the group. And, indeed, social media is a productive tool for accumulating followers. But it also 
had an even greater reach: planning events on Facebook and strategically using platforms such as 
Instagram, enabled the group to reach thousands of people, thus drawing many more people to 
actions. The group’s initial protest, Voices 4 Chechnya, was circulated widely online, and drew 
hundreds of people to the march. When I spoke to Wyatt about Voices4’s use of social media, he 
noted both the importance of digital mobilization and physical action, stating, “For us, it’s really 
easy to mobilize a lot more people online…But the one thing that Voices is actually crazy good 
at is getting people to show up in person.” The link that Wyatt makes between the digital and 
physical realms is significant here: he articulates the ways in which both are interrelated and 
indispensable features of Voices4’s activism. This observation resonates with other movements, 
such as Black Lives Matter, where activists in Ferguson, Missouri noted how “online resistance 
did not replace but augmented the movement” (Mislán and Dache-Gerbino 2018: 694).  “We 
believe in-person protest has a specific power to it,” he told me, before stressing the importance 
of the group’s social media presence. Without platforms like Instagram, Voices4 simply 
wouldn’t have the same reach or “ability to speak.”  
Using social media strategically is crucial to Voices4, which currently has 23,500 
followers on Instagram. When I asked Wyatt, who has worked on the group’s Instagram page, to 
explain to me how the process works, he said: “I don’t know. Part of it’s instinct. There are 
certain images that we know perform well. And there are times when there’s maybe an article 
that we like a lot, but we don’t like the header image, so we’ll swap it out for the article. But 
yeah, creating an Instagram story is a lot of work.” Wyatt’s observations here are insightful: 
creating content is indeed a time-consuming and stressful process. I saw this firsthand when I 
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helped design an Instagram story for a vigil we held over the summer. Voices4 has a group that 
specifically works on social media, but while I mostly observed the research group during my 
fieldwork, I nevertheless picked up some key insights on social media strategy. During our 
interview, for instance, Wyatt told me that choosing the right caption for an image is extremely 
important; accuracy and brevity are key, but choosing the wrong caption can ruin an event. He 
also pointed out that images and videos tend to perform better than long pieces of text, and noted 
that there is “a strategy for creating content that’s easily re-postable or easily shareable.” Given 
the nature of social media – such as how content can instantly “go viral” – groups like Voices4 
have to be diligent about the images they create, the messages they send, and the stories they 
make or share.   
Voices4’s social media strategy is based on disseminating information as widely as 
possible. In this sense, social media serves as a tool for raising public awareness and connecting 
activists to an expanding network of organizations. Yet, social media is not the only site of 
Voices4’s interventions. Mainstream and queer media spaces are also channels that Voices4 uses 
to amplify their campaigns, as well as the work of other activists. While Wyatt admitted that 
many of Voices4’s actions are “reactive to the media,” he also mentioned that the group will “try 
to shape media narratives” as well. Because a large part of Voices4’s activism involves building 
relationships with local activists around the world and amplifying their work on the ground, 
Wyatt told me that the group often knows about situations well before the U.S. mainstream 
media picks up the story. For instance, Voices4 knew about the second wave of gay purges in 
Chechnya a week before many media outlets reported the story in the U.S. Having this sort of 
relationship with activists on the ground – whether in Chechnya or elsewhere – allows activists 
to craft a response before the public becomes aware of the situation. It also enables them to shape 
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the media narratives that eventually emerge. Many articles on queer persecution – both in 
Chechnya and around the world – have, indeed, been written by members of Voices4, making 
their way into the public through popular online queer media outlets like Out magazine and them.   
The last point I want to make about technology is that digital space has also been used as 
a site of collective action. The week prior to NYC Pride, Voices4 launched what they called an 
“economic impact campaign,” targeting Budweiser for sponsoring both NYC Pride and the FIFA 
World Cup in Russia. Activists pointed out that it was hypocritical for Budweiser to support 
Pride in the United States, while simultaneously supporting an event in a country where LGBTQ 
people are being actively persecuted and have diminished rights. On a Facebook post from June 
18, 2018, Voices4 wrote the following: “Budweiser wants to sponsor the World Cup in Russia, 
where LGBTQIA+ people are constantly being persecuted, and Pride in the US at the same time. 
We say NO – Budweiser, you have to choose: celebrate our Pride or support our Genocide.”  
Within a few days, thousands of people were commenting #PrideOverGenocide on 
Budweiser’s daily Instagram posts: more than 2,500 comments made their way onto one post 
alone. At a meeting in late June, Voices4 announced that Budweiser had reached out to them, 
and hoped to make progress in the forthcoming weeks. At the time, all seemed to be working in 
favor of Voices4. The group had amassed thousands of supporters – including celebrities like 
YouTube star, Tyler Oakley. It even managed to shut down Budweiser’s Instagram page for two 
days. But as time wore on, the action became harder to sustain; fewer and fewer people were 
posting on Budweiser’s page, and some activists began to worry that they were losing ground. 
Was this a battle of attrition? Was Budweiser just waiting for the activism to fizzle? 
Unfortunately, it seems like this turned out to be the case. Budweiser outlasted the onslaught of 
hashtags from queer activists, and the digital action subsided incrementally over the next few 
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days, when activists realized that the action had completely run its course. The takeaway from 
this was that digital actions are hard to sustain. 
On the other hand, this digital action – the only one that Voices4 has organized so far –
generated a lot of support. Its hashtag traveled the world and was picked up by activists and 
ordinary folks alike. But what kind of power does a hashtag possess? What kind of political 
potential exists in digital space? As Bonilla and Rosa (2015), as well as many others have noted, 
hashtag activism is often “disparaged” and seen “as a poor substitute for ‘real’ activism” (8). 
And yet, as this case from Voices4 demonstrates, hashtag activism can also be effective. In the 
case of the Budweiser action, Voices4 activists put pressure on the beer company, eventually 
provoking a response. While they may not have achieved the results they desired in the end, 
activists drew awareness to a hypocrisy that sparked a public outcry and managed to embarrass 
the company in the process. Social media, in this context, served as a “key site from which to 
contest mainstream media silences,” thus drawing attention to a combination of issues, including 
but not limited to Budweiser’s actions, the corporatization of Pride, and others.  
As I have illustrated in this section, social media provides a useful technology for 
activists in Voices4. But social media is not only a tool for mobilizing participants, gaining 
followers, or disseminating information; it also serves as a site for collective action. Social media 
is increasingly becoming a site where politics takes place, as we know from the Twitter feeds of 
many politicians. It is also, however, quickly becoming a site where activism is pursued – a place 
where demands are made and pressure is applied. The Budweiser campaign provides one 
example of this, though it also raises questions about the possibilities and limitations of online 
activism. To this end, I want to suggest that we be more attentive to different forms of digital 
media – not only in terms of strategy, but as new and emerging sites of collective action.  
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VI. Temporality  
In the final section of this chapter, I explore the theme of temporality, linking it to the 
ways in which actions are pursued in the context of Voices4. Temporality did not initially 
emerge as a main theme in my research. Only after reflecting on the social dynamics of 
protesting, and the short- and long-term goals of the group, did I start considering the 
relationship of time to activism. Here, I examine how overlapping temporalities play out from 
various angles, starting with the basic observation that like many direct action groups, Voices4 
emerged in response to a crisis, and that this has had important implications for the subsequent 
development of the group.  
To begin, I want to address what I mean by “temporality.” Here, I use the term to refer to 
a subjective experience of time, or simply, “the way time is” (Appadurai 2004: 65). In terms of 
Voices4, my fieldwork revealed a significant emphasis on the temporal present – action that took 
the form of a response, typically to a crisis or an urgent situation. Because Voices4 addresses 
issues of violence against LGBTQ people on a global scale, there is also an added spatial 
dimension to this temporal register. Here, however, I focus more on the ways in which activists 
themselves articulated the relationship between time and action. I do this to illuminate the 
potential and limitations of the temporal politics pursued by Voices4. How well does it serve the 
overall mission of the group?   
In order to fully understand Voices4’s temporal configuration, we need to consider a 
combination of factors. One of those factors is the orientation of the group, or its purpose. 
Voices4 mobilizes resources to respond to situations that are in critical need of support. When 
the crackdown in Chechnya came to light, activists created Voices4 to highlight the violence, 
amplify local activist efforts, and find tangible ways to support the victims. When other incidents 
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of injustice and persecution emerged – such as the threat of jailing LGBTQ people in Tanzania – 
Voices4 responded similarly. In these cases, Voices4 took to direct action in order to address 
these crises in the public sphere. The actions they pursued were meant to create visibility and 
awareness around these issues – to raise people’s consciousness and compel them to act. In this 
sense, these actions were governed by the language of crisis and the logic of urgency. While 
clearly these actions were concerned with the temporal present – with aiding and amplifying 
these dire situations – I want to be cautious, and refrain from reducing Voices4 to a single mode 
of action, to a single temporal regime.  
Voices4 does not merely organize public actions; it works with local activists “behind the 
scenes” and connects them with other activist groups. It engages in coalition-building, advocacy 
efforts, and policy change. In these ways, we must complicate our analysis of the group; Voices4 
works across multiple temporalities. What I want to suggest here is that a certain temporal 
regime is at work – this is what I call a “punctuated temporality.” On the one hand, this temporal 
regime entails longer stretches of time: one that is less visible, moves at a slower pace, and 
allows for planning and communication. In this sense, it can be understood as a proactive 
temporality. On the other hand, this “punctuated temporality” consists of quick, disruptive bursts, 
including marches, demonstrations, or picket lines. These temporal events interrupt the longer 
stretches of planning time. They’re public, visible eruptions, and they constitute what is 
understood as a reactive temporality. The temporal regime I am developing here is similar to 
Lazar’s notion of “mundane political time” and “attritional time.”  
Different circumstances call for the activation of different temporal regimes. In moments 
of crisis that call for urgent public action and mobilization, Voices4 animates its reactive 
temporality. On occasions that call for deep deliberation and strategizing, the group triggers its 
50 
 
proactive temporality. Sometimes, both are called into being. I want to suggest here, however, 
that the reactive temporality often dominated the proactive temporality, due to the overall vision 
and purpose of the group. Again, Voices4 members told me that the group is primarily concerned 
with responding to pressing situations. The language of crisis, here, circumscribes action within 
the temporal present, foreclosing any consideration of the long-term future. The logic of crisis 
creates a sense of urgency because activists only have a small window of time to address 
persecution, suffering, or the implementation of a homophobic law. When I spoke to activists 
about the temporality of collective action, I got varied responses. Some activists, like Lyosha, 
told me that activism ought to focus on the present, rather than on the future. For him, the 
reactive temporality takes priority over the proactive temporality; it is more important to think 
about people’s immediate needs than about a theoretical future which can only be predicted. 
Wyatt told me, on the other hand, that one of Voices4’s major tasks, is “making sure that we’re 
on top of different things happening around the world, in case we need to respond.” Here, Wyatt 
is invoking the proactive temporality, a form of activism that shifts the focus to the future and 
relies more on strategy than immediate response.  
Throughout my fieldwork, I observed both of these temporalities in action. The proactive 
temporality manifested itself during weekly meetings, while the reactive temporality emerged 
during actions. Voices4 could not do all of the work it does without activating both of these 
temporal registers. They are, effectively, what ultimately drives the group’s collective action.  
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Chapter 4 
ACT UP 
 This chapter focuses on my fieldwork with ACT UP/New York (from here on ACT UP). 
I include ACT UP in my project because it a direct action group with a long history in the 
LGBTQ movement in the United States. As stated in my previous chapter, many queer activist 
groups – such as Voices4 – draw inspiration from ACT UP’s history, tactics, and ideology. ACT 
UP’s historical influence, however, should not overshadow the critical work the group is doing 
today – and this is why I use it as a comparative lens onto contemporary queer activism in New 
York City. In the rest of this chapter, I will examine the politics of ACT UP’s collective action 
through the frames of affect, media, and temporality; this will help to illuminate the similarities 
and differences between ACT UP and Voices4.  
I. Background  
 In this project, I focus on the current work of ACT UP. But in order to understand what 
this looks like, I begin by providing some basic history of the group. This is not meant to serve 
as an exhaustive account of ACT UP; rather, it is intended to provide context for my research on 
the group’s current activity. ACT UP (the AIDS Coalition to Unleash Power) was founded 
March 10, 1987 in New York City by gay playwright, Larry Kramer, who delivered a speech at 
the LGBT Community Center calling for the development of an AIDS activist group. This was at 
the height of the AIDS epidemic – six years after the first cases emerged in June 1981 (CDC). 
Early members of ACT UP came together in response to the AIDS epidemic, but also to 
challenge social marginalization, political negligence, and inaccessibility to proper medical care 
– factors that contributed to the added devastation of the disease. Most of this early AIDS 
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activism developed in urban gay communities, such as New York City and San Francisco. That 
said, AIDS activism took on an identity that was distinct from mainstream gay and lesbian 
activism. Yet, despite this divide, I include ACT UP in my study of queer activism because the 
group has clearly played a critical role in LGBTQ movements over time. While I see queer 
activism and AIDS activism as distinct arenas, I also recognize that there are significant overlaps 
between them and that ACT UP has played an important role in shaping Euro-American queer 
history and communities, as well as continuing to influence and involve itself in queer activism 
today.   
Today, ACT UP continues to follow many of the principles that drove its formation. On 
its website, ACT UP’s mission statement reads: “ACT UP – the AIDS Coalition To Unleash 
Power – is a diverse, non-partisan group of individuals, united in anger and committed to direct 
action to end the AIDS crisis. We meet with government officials, we distribute the latest 
medical information, we protest and demonstrate. We are not silent.” Additionally, the group 
states on its website that it fights for:  
▪ Sustained investment in research for new medicines and treatments for HIV/AIDS 
and related co-infections; 
▪ Equitable access to prevention care for HIV/AIDS and healthcare, in general; 
▪ Tackling the structural drivers of the HIV/AIDS epidemic, such as stigma, 
discrimination, and poverty 
Together, these commitments form the bedrock of the group. They inform decision-
making, action proposals, and everything in between. For the rest of this chapter, I will analyze 
some of the actions that ACT UP has pursued over the last two years, connecting them to the 
themes of affect, digital media, and temporality. My goal is not to explain how ACT UP has 
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changed since its inception in 1987, but rather to explore the politics and social dynamics of the 
group’s activities today. 
 Let me start by noting that I did not engage with ACT UP from the beginning of my 
research. In fact, I did not intend to include it in my project at all. My journey to ACT UP came 
about indirectly. At the end of a Voices4 meeting early in the summer, a well-known member of 
the group stood up in the front of the room and introduced a new working group called 
PrEP4All, a campaign that deals with access to PrEP (pre-exposure prophylaxis) for HIV 
prevention. This was the first time I had ever heard of PrEP, and I was intrigued by the engaging 
discussion that ensued. A few days later, I went to a PrEP4All meeting and met Annie, a member 
of ACT UP and one of the group’s facilitators. After the meeting, the two of us walked around 
the West Village, chatting for almost an hour and covering a range of topics, including her 
activism and identity, her profession as a teacher, and the gender dynamics of ACT UP. By the 
end of the night, the two of us had exchanged our phone numbers, and she persuaded me to come 
to an ACT UP meeting the following Monday.  
 Prior to my involvement, I had very little knowledge of ACT UP’s history, and knew 
almost nothing about the medical or social dimensions of HIV/AIDS. As a result, I spent the first 
few weeks learning about the issues, and focusing on the actions. During this time, I also took 
note of the demographics and overall dynamics of the group. I wanted to learn why people joined 
ACT UP, what made this space unique among others, and how activists were approaching 
contemporary problems. Two demographic observations stood out to me from the beginning of 
my research: 1) many of the weekly meeting attendees were white or white passing men and 2) 
there was a wide age range among these members. The first observation reflects ACT UP’s 
history as a largely white and male progressive organization, with occasional accusations of 
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racism and sexism (Gould 2012). The second observation was verified by Annie, who stated 
during our interview that at any ACT UP meeting, one is likely to find people as young as 18 and 
as old as 80. There is a special synergy that emerges during meetings – specifically between the 
older and younger members. A collective memory emerges as older members recount stories 
from ACT UP’s past. Emmer (2012) refers to this phenomenon as “meta-generational” – a 
process that collapses generational distinctions and creates different forms of sociality. “Through 
meta-generational work, this resource of memory is organically shared in collective meetings 
and individual relationships,” he writes (92). That said, she also told me that “the attendance of 
old-timers…has actually gone down a bit in the last couple of years,” because many of them 
have been busy building coalitions, establishing new direct action groups, or working for 
organizations like New Alternatives, which focuses on the issue of homeless LGBTQ youth.  
This observation should not be surprising, given ACT UP’s history and commitment to 
coalition-building. This, indeed, continues to be a core feature of ACT UP today; one group that 
has recently emerged from ACT UP is called PrEP4All, which I mentioned above. The PrEP4All 
Collaboration is behind a campaign known as #BreakThePatent. This campaign has been calling 
on the National Institute of Health (NIH) to break the patent on Truvada, a pill that has the 
ability to “reduce the risk of HIV transmission by more than 99%” (BreakThePatent Web). 
Research on the drug has also been supported entirely by tax-payer money. At present, the drug’s 
manufacturer, Gilead Sciences, charges patients $1,600 for a 30-day supply, even though the 
drug only costs $6 to manufacture per month – translating to an astonishing inflation rate of 
25,000%. This price-gouging makes Truvada extremely inaccessible to those who need it most: 
trans folks, sex workers, and queer people of color. As the #BreakThePatent webpage states, 
“More than 100 Americans contract HIV everyday, with people of color and the LGBT 
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community disproportionately affected. But it doesn’t have to be this way. The NIH could 
‘march in’ and break the patents around the drug at any time, immediately lowering the price and 
allowing the millions to gain access to this life saving treatment” (BreakThePatent).   
Interestingly, The PrEP4All group is largely made up of people from ACT UP and 
Voices4. It has also staged multiple actions – the largest and most visible taking place over the 
summer on July 17, 2018 at the AIDS Memorial in the West Village, a block away from the 
LGBT Community Center. At 2:00 that morning, I woke up, got on the train near my apartment 
in Brooklyn, and arrived at the AIDS memorial about 40 minutes later to help set up for our 
action, which was to mark the first-ever HIV Prevention Day. During the early morning hours, a 
group of approximately ten activists and I wrapped the memorial in light blue cellophane, hung 
up a white banner with the words “GENERIC PREP CLINIC”, placed a clear box full of 
Truvada pills over the center fountain, and set up computers to register people for generic PrEP. 
The action ended up gaining a considerable amount of attention, both from passerby as well as 
the press; activists dressed up in doctor’s garments and held a press conference, where they 
called out Gilead Sciences for exploiting vulnerable communities and called on the National 
Institute of Health (NIH) to break the patent. This action marked an instance of prefiguration; it 
created a space that reflected a future where PrEP would be accessible to all.   
I raise the issue of corporate greed and access to PrEP early on in this chapter because it 
has come to be one of ACT UP’s foremost struggles. ACT UP’s most recent public action, in 
fact, was organized outside a fundraiser hosted by Sally Susman, the executive of the large 
biopharmaceutical company, Pfizer, for Democratic presidential candidate, Kirsten Gillibrand. 
The action brought to light the fact that Gillibrand has taken quite a large share of donations 
from Big Pharma in the past. ACT UP joined with other direct action groups on the evening of 
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March 31, 2019 to demand that Gillibrand “reject any donations from Big Pharma, its PAC’s 
(Political Action Committees), and its employees.” On the Facebook event page, ACT UP 
writes, “As long as presidential candidates accept Big Pharma’s dirty money, they will never 
regulate the drug prices and break the patents of greedy, monopolistic drug companies that 
strangle our healthcare system and put our lives at risk. Let Gillibrand know that we want her to 
align with people and patients not drug companies and the 1%” (Facebook). 
 
ACT UP activists outside the Gillibrand fundraiser. March 31, 2019 
ACT UP’s agenda has always included a strong critique of capitalism. After all, ACT 
UP’s first demonstration was held on Wall Street on March 24, 1987 to protest pharmaceutical 
greed. Thus, one cannot fully understand ACT UP’s current activism without considering the 
anti-capitalist context in which it emerged. At times, it can be difficult to identify the group’s 
main targets (Gamson 1989). Is it AIDS, capitalism, a combination of the two, or something 
else?  Current ACT UP members articulate a clear commitment to transforming the structures of 
inequality that drive the HIV/AIDS epidemic, and activists like Annie believe that this must 
include two elements: 1) changing hearts and minds and 2) changing institutions and the law. In 
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the following section, I take up this notion of changing hearts and minds as one form of social 
and structural transformation that ACT UP pursues.  
II. Affect  
 Much of the scholarship on ACT UP during its influential years at the height of the AIDS 
epidemic focuses on the role of emotion in fueling activism amid conditions of political 
negligence, medical misconduct, and social marginalization. In Moving Politics: Emotion and 
ACT UP’s Fight against AIDS, Deborah Gould argues that critical shifts in the emotional 
register “decisively shaped the trajectory of lesbian and gay, and eventually queer, responses to 
AIDS” (2009: 10). While I agree with this argument to an extent, I also think that a particular 
configuration of social, political, and economic conditions influenced ACT UP’s response to the 
AIDS crisis at different points in time. I don’t mean to minimize how ACT UP activists 
harnessed powerful emotions and deployed them towards political ends; in fact, I think Gould’s 
argument highlights an important point, which is that a certain constellation of affects was and 
continues to be a central marker of ACT UP’s identity, strategic repertoire, and overall political 
engagement, and that one need only look at the group’s mission statement and the phrase “united 
in anger,” to recognize this. In this section of the chapter, I will examine some of the areas in 
which affect emerges as a key aspect of ACT UP’s political action. My focus here is on the ways 
in which activists talk about affect, as well as on the experiential dimension of activism, paying 
close attention to the everyday circuits in which affect travels, and the decisive junctures at 
which it emerges. In short, I’m interested in the political work that emotion performs in ACT 
UP’s activism. 
 I start this section by turning to an emotion that has received a lot of attention over the 
years in and beyond ACT UP: anger. Anger was certainly a driving force behind ACT UP’s 
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emergence. As Gould (2002) notes, ACT UP’s turn to angry, militant street activism was in 
striking contrast to earlier AIDS activism that had focused primarily on care taking and service 
provision along with lobbying.” (178). When I spoke to current members of ACT UP, it was 
clear that anger was understood, harnessed, and deployed in different ways. Yet, almost all of the 
activists told me that anger nevertheless played an important role in shaping their involvement 
with ACT UP. Stephen, an early member of ACT UP, told me that even though the anger and 
outrage that has defined ACT UP for so many years is still present in the group, he thinks it’s 
different today than it was back in November 1988, when he first started attending meetings:  
“Understand that the original inclusion of “united in anger” in the mission was a 
recognition of the stage beyond denial and sadness and grief. It was deciding that it 
wasn’t enough to love and support…All of it fell short of what was needed. And what 
was needed was outrage because the only way to change the paradigm was for people to 
be upset – not upset meaning the members of ACT UP, but the public needed to be upset. 
It needed to see that this was not business as usual – and that however you conceived of 
gay people, however you conceived of HIV, however you conceived of any of that, all of 
that was changing. All of it needed to change. We were united in anger because we were 
desperate. There was an extended action at one end of our street called Day of 
Desperation, and it was palpable how desperate we felt. The vulnerability, fear, and 
callous indifference we felt engendered a lot of anger, and for me, there was also a sense 
that anger was not the polite, appropriate response to whatever ails you. But it became 
clearer and clearer to all of us that appropriate was not appropriate; we were literally 
dying in the streets. I recall hearing stories of people who fell over dead on the street, 
they were just too weak to go on, and people would check on their neighbors just to make 
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sure they were still alive. You would see someone at a meeting, and the next week they 
were gone. The grief was overwhelming, and so what we’ve inherited is a legacy that was 
born out of such desperation and mobilized such power; it has become a legacy of that 
response.”  
 Stephen’s reflection tells a lot about the emotional landscape of ACT UP at the height of 
the U.S. AIDS crisis. The deployment of anger as a primary affect resulted from extreme forms 
of desperation and vulnerability. Members of ACT UP realized that they needed to get the public 
to feel the same outrage towards the epidemic. This was the most effective way to counter 
political negligence and medical complicity. Later in our interview, Stephen went on to describe 
the way he feels about the current AIDS crisis, telling me people don’t typically “read the anger 
on my face.” “You may not hear it in my voice,” he said, “but you will notice that my 
modulation becomes a little different.”  
Stephen is still enraged about many things regarding AIDS policies and treatments. He’s 
enraged at the fact that he could be incarcerated for completing “a perfectly legal act,” simply 
because of his HIV-positive status. He’s angry that HIV stigma still persists so strongly, and that 
if it weren’t for this, he’s convinced that the medical establishment would have been developing 
ways to harness “the utility of HIV-positive donors” for blood transfusions – at least for other 
HIV-positive individuals. He’s enraged that it took so long to recognize that “HIV was treatable 
and containable,” and that “people could live a full normal life.” He’s enraged that “there’s still 
not a comprehensive organ failure registry for people who are HIV-positive, so that we can prove 
what we need to prove about HIV sustainability.”  “I’m pissed,” he said, “that I spent 15 years of 
my prime adult life believing that I was infectious, when because I was virally contained, I was 
not infectious” and yet I still lived with a “crushing sense of responsibility, guilt, and shame.”  
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 Again, Stephen’s remarks are particularly insightful: they highlight the sense of anger 
(and related emotions) that drive ACT UP’s political action. While, indeed, they may not always 
be visible to the public, or even to other activists, these affective forces emerge in critical 
moments, compelling people to act. Arielle, a 20-year-old student from the University of 
Michigan, who spent the summer taking art classes at Pratt, also told to me that emotion plays an 
important role in shaping her activism. During our interview, Arielle acknowledged that her 
activism is driven by anger, but explained that this anger is based on the belief that “we can all 
do better.” She also said to me that she gets emotional “knowing that people are dying” and that 
“we need to do something.”  
To illustrate this point, she told me about her experience at the Keep Families Together 
March in New York City over the summer. That day, ACT UP sent a small contingent to show 
support and solidarity with other political movements. The ACT UP contingent marched 
specifically for HIV-positive migrants, and brought to light a recent tragedy involving a trans 
migrant named Roxana Hernandez, who was detained shortly after seeking asylum in early May 
2019 (CNN). According to a CNN article, Hernandez “was cold, lacked adequate food or 
medical care, and was held in a cell with the lights turned on 24 hours a day” – the detention 
center was called an “ice box” (CNN). Over the course of a few weeks, Hernandez’s health 
quickly deteriorated; eventually, she was admitted to a local hospital “with symptoms of 
pneumonia, dehydration and complications associated with HIV,” where she later died due to 
cardiac arrest.    
During the Families Belong Together march, Arielle was wearing a shirt with an image 
of Roxana Hernandez on the front. “I specifically remember waiting for the subway after leaving 
the contingent,” she told me, “and someone asking me about my shirt, assuming that I knew her, 
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and then being at a coffee shop later that day and someone asking about her. I told her story and 
then just started crying in the middle of the shop. And, again, people just assuming I knew her. I 
mean, ‘You must have been her friend.’ ‘No, I’m upset because someone died, and they didn’t 
have to.’ That anger fueled my love for this person, who I didn’t know, who I wished I had 
known, and who didn’t have to die.”   
Annie relayed a similar story to me – one that articulated a relationship between anger 
and love. A few months after Annie joined ACT UP, an older man who had been in ACT UP for 
a while responded to a question she posed at a meeting. According to Annie, he was already “a 
pretty angry guy, but in a productive way.” In response to Annie’s query, the gentleman got up in 
front of the room, and went on a long, impassioned rant, at the end of which he said, “And that is 
why what motivates us is love!” Annie told me that this is “a perfect encapsulation of how I feel 
about it” – meaning, here, the role of anger and emotion within ACT UP. “It’s like we’re angry 
because there are bad things happening to people we love, right? I think that love and anger kind 
of go together. It’s like turning grief into anger,” and then translating that anger into action. An 
interesting way to put this was articulated by Annie: “There’s Silence=Death, right? But there’s 
also Anger=Life on the flip side of that.”  
Together, Stephen, Arielle, and Annie highlight a few of the challenges of containing 
excess emotion in moments of high tension. The discourses of anger that many of the activists in 
ACT UP conveyed shows how certain affects can mobilize people, compelling them to take 
action. These discourses also show, however, that affective grammars are complex, and that they 
often overlap: more than one activist, for instance, spoke about the relationship between love and 
anger. On the one hand, anger is the affect that generates the action, but loving an individual or a 
cause is what motivates the anger – that is, the anger is stimulated when the object of one’s love 
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or care comes under threat. These affective grammars, in this sense, both imagine and entail 
relationalities, which in turn carve out channels through which affects circulate in and between 
bodies. In this way, affects carry a special capacity; people can both affect and be affected. 
II. Digital Media   
 Like Voices4, digital media is an important feature of ACT UP’s activism. However, 
ACT UP has not always had a robust media strategy. In this section, I will look at some of the 
ways in which ACT UP has expanded its digital infrastructure, as well as how the role of the 
media shapes its action. Because of how rapidly the rise of social media took place, there is an 
underlying sense within the group that in order for ACT UP to remain relevant – and attract 
younger people – the group needs to establish a digital strategy, harness social media 
technologies, and enhance its online presence overall. Similar to Voices4, the group also 
recognizes the power there is in being able to challenge mainstream media narratives – 
specifically, that is, in using digital platforms to render visible the stigma, discrimination, and 
exploitation that are linked to the contemporary AIDS crisis. 
 I begin this section by drawing on my interview with Brandon, who has been a member 
of ACT UP since the end of 2011. Brandon’s coming to ACT UP was actually by way of the 
Occupy Movement – before that, he hadn’t known much about the group. Interestingly, the end 
of the Occupy Movement indirectly revived ACT UP; when Brandon started attending weekly 
ACT UP meetings, he was not alone. Other members of the Occupy Movement’s queer caucus 
also started coming to ACT UP, and attendance grew to nearly 40 people per meeting. During 
my interview, which was held at an Italian bakery in Williamsburg, Brandon told me that he 
stayed with ACT UP over the following years because he “really liked the community” that he 
found there. “I felt really connected to the people and felt really connected to the issues,” he said. 
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But while he was in ACT UP, Brandon said he began to notice a few things that he knew “ACT 
UP would have to do if they were going to stick around and stay relevant” – one of those things 
was building its online presence.  
 Brandon conceived of ways to build a social media infrastructure for ACT UP, based on 
his knowledge of how this worked in the Occupy Movement. In our interview, he told me that 
Occupy utilized Facebook groups and Twitter accounts, but ACT UP, at the time, had none of 
that. “So, I said to my fellow Occupy people, ‘Listen, we can bring this to ACT UP. We need to 
bring that social media mindset to the group in order for younger people to join, and the group to 
keep going.’” Since then, Brandon admitted that he’s made it somewhat of a personal challenge 
to set up ACT UP’s social media accounts and “bring it into the 21st century.”  
 When I further inquired into the development of ACT UP’s digital sphere, and asked 
more pointedly about the relationship between physical and online activism, Brandon said: “I 
mean, I think the priority has to be in the physical world and getting people on the ground, in the 
streets. To me, the digital is just a tool for doing that.” Here, Brandon enters an emerging debate 
in social movements – what is more effective: digital activism or physical activism? What should 
the relationship be between the two? From Brandon’s perspective, digital space offers unique 
opportunities to mobilize people, but ultimately, the main priority needs to be getting people to 
occupy physical space: “People are doing digital petitions and there’s plenty of activism that is 
happening online that is meant to stay online,” he said. But, ultimately, the most important thing 
for ACT UP is driving people to meetings and protests. In Brandon’s words, ACT UP needs to 
“build up awareness around our issues” and get people to occupy town halls and other physical 
spaces.  
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 Now, if Brandon was responsible for creating ACT UP’s online presence, Jason is the 
group’s social media savant – the person responsible for managing the group’s public face on 
multiple digital platforms. Along with Annie, Jason served as an ACT UP meeting facilitator 
during the period in which I conducted fieldwork. During my interview with Jason at the LGBT 
Community Center, the two of us talked about the power of using social media to voice one’s 
demands and raise public awareness. Jason told me that while he thinks ACT UP has always 
been good at using the media to spotlight its issues, it hasn’t always been “technologically 
savvy.” While it is true that ACT UP was slow to incorporate social media and digital activism at 
the turn of the 21st century, Tara Burk notes that ACT UP was a pioneer in using technology 
when the group first emerged: ACT UP “courted popular media attention to cultivate a national 
reputation for sensational, anger-driven politics ‘imagined on the street’ (Berlant and Freeman 
qtd. in Burk 2015: 437).” Furthermore, the group “was strategic in its use of graphic signage at 
demonstrations and its development of press liaisons and alternative media” (Burk 2015: 437). 
ACT UP was, in fact, among the first activist groups to implement camcorder technology in its 
public demonstrations during the 1980s (Juhasz 1995 in Cheng 2016). These recordings allowed 
ACT UP to produce its own media accounts, its own version of the story. The group gained a 
degree of agency by having the tools to shape its own image.  
Today, ACT UP is continuing to expand its digital infrastructure and incorporate new 
technological tools; most recently, during its March 31 action at a Kirsten Gillibrand fundraiser 
hosted by the executive of Pfizer in New York City, ACT UP went “live” on Facebook, allowing 
the demonstration to be viewed in real time. With this, ACT UP is engaging in a practice that is 
altering the nature of protest participation. Not only can people view the protest as it is going on 
– perhaps evoking the sense that one is physically there – they can also view it on ACT UP’s 
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Facebook page, where the video remains accessible to anyone who wants to watch it at later. In 
this sense, ACT UP is generating greater visibility extending its reach. With Facebook Live, the 
group allows individuals who are not physically present to “co-perceive their mutual inclusion in 
the same event” (Massumi 2011: 4). One might say this creates an affective public (McCosker 
2015). 
 Media strategizing has long been a part of ACT UP’s tactical repertoire. In the 1980s and 
1990s, the group garnered a great deal of media attention with its “zaps” – quick, creative 
political demonstrations designed to confront and embarrass oppressive individuals and 
institutions – thereby rendering the AIDS epidemic, as well as gay people, more visible to 
society (Warner 2012). Today, the group still organizes a lot of zap-based actions, which are 
mostly driven by the media. Brandon told me that ACT UP’s challenge, in this sense, has been 
“trying to figure out where it is in the news cycle and how it can use that” to its advantage. “I 
think it’s really critical for activists to find where they are in the news cycle, because if your 
issue is not in the news cycle, you’ve got to do something huge to make it pierce through the 
complacency and the lack of awareness – whatever it takes to make it news.”  
 Brandon’s articulation here is important for a number of reasons. The one I want to focus 
on here, however, is that it suggests that activism is undergoing an interesting new shift: zap-
based activism is not only “making news,” it is increasingly responding to it. And this has 
important implications. For instance, this type of activism can only exist in the temporal present, 
insofar as actions react to single incidents, rather than intervening to bring about larger, structural 
transformation. I am not suggesting that ACT UP (or any other direct action group, for that 
matter) only relies on a zap-based approach. This is certainly not the case. My point is that while 
ACT UP uses the media in different ways, the zap-based approach appears to indicate that a 
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slight shift in strategies is taking place. Clearly, the media has been advantageous for ACT UP. 
The group can reach a larger audience, post images from its actions, and alter one’s sense of 
participation through technology like Facebook Live. These aspects of digital media have left 
positive marks on ACT UP. Yet, on the other hand, digital media can also hinder political action. 
It can risk going from an important tool or strategy to the only site of intervention. What might 
be the consequences of this move? In the following and final section of this chapter, I turn to the 
issue of temporality, and how ACT UP has dealt with the relational dynamics of the past, 
present, and future, as well as the pressures and experiences of time more broadly. 
III. Temporality 
 In this final section, I turn to the theme of temporality, where I try to understand the 
relationship between the past, present, and future, and how they get enacted through collective 
action. To illustrate this concretely, let me turn to an action that ACT UP organized at the 
Whitney Museum of American Art (the first of two we did during the summer of 2018). The 
action was proposed and led by Arielle, a 20-year-old undergraduate student at the University of 
Michigan, who was taking art classes at Pratt Institute and got involved with ACT UP over the 
summer. The action took place in the David Wojnarowicz retrospective at the Whitney Museum 
on July 27, 2018 – it part of a larger exhibition called “History Keeps Me Awake at Night.” 
David Wojnarowicz was a talented artist and filmmaker, an openly gay man, and an AIDS 
activist. In 1992, he died from AIDS at the age of 37. The problem that ACT UP sought to 
address was the museum’s historicization of the AIDS epidemic – activists felt like the 
retrospective failed to connect the life and career of Wojnarowicz to the contemporary AIDS 
crisis. The action was part performance, part demonstration; 12 people met up at the museum 
during the late afternoon, were given placards to hold, and were placed next to a designated art 
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piece in the exhibit. Our job was to stand silently at our designated locations and pass out flyers 
to anyone who wanted to learn more about the current battle against AIDS.  
 
From ACT UP’s first Whitney action. (Facebook) 
 I begin my discussion of temporality with this action because it shows how the act of 
reframing the AIDS crisis was used to break the linear temporal progression of past to present to 
future. Framing AIDS as a current crisis and not a thing of the past continues to be a crucial 
strategy. As Annie later relayed to me, regarding the current battle against AIDS: “A lot of AIDS 
crisis stuff is rapidly becoming theoretical for everyone, right? I think there’s a shift that’s 
occurring where, for a lot of people, as AIDS becomes less of an immediate physical reality, 
we’re losing the sense that it is a real emergency that’s actually affecting people.” Annie’s 
remarks highlight a crucial point here: there is a general notion among the American public that 
AIDS is no longer a serious issue, or that we’ve overcome the crisis. This, of course, is far from 
reality. According to recent statistics from the Center for Disease Control (CDC), there were 
38,739 new HIV diagnoses across the United States and its territories in 2017 and the majority 
(66%) of those diagnoses were among gay and bisexual men (CDC).  
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 The process of reframing the AIDS epidemic is also related to another aspect of 
temporality: the future goals of the group. ACT UP has always been committed to ending AIDS, 
and now we have the money, knowledge, and tools to do so. Part of the temporal dynamics at 
play in ACT UP has to do with the experience and longevity of struggle. Here, I want to argue 
that an important shift has taken place over the period of ACT UP’s existence. By this I am 
referring to what Snow et al. (1998) call a “disruption of the quotidian,” or a shift in people’s 
everyday routines. At the height of the crisis in the 1980s and 1990s, the issue that many people 
faced was death – and ACT UP rallied and fought for political recognition, medical research, and 
accessible treatment. In this context, there was literal truth to the phrase, “Silence=Death.” 
Today, by contrast, the situation is not as dire as it was in previous decades; the death toll in the 
U.S. is not what is used to be, and there is not the same kind of government neglect that defined 
the earlier years of the crisis. The “disruption of the quotidian” has shifted over time, though this 
does not make it any less significant. Instead of an urgent temporality based on biological 
survival, today’s activism has slowed. I want to make clear that I am not saying that ACT UP’s 
work is any less critical today than it was at the height of its influence and visibility – rather, my 
point is that the tempo of its activism has simply shifted based on a change both in the nature of 
the “disruption” as well as new political-economic conditions.  
 There is a sense in ACT UP today that the temporality of struggle is slower – though no 
less important – than it used to be. Activists articulate a desire to create long-term structural 
change, and the ways in which they plan to pursue this is through 1) pressuring institutions to 
change their behavior, 2) working on policy changes and 3) changing hearts and minds. On one 
occasion, while we were on our way to pick up food before an ACT UP meeting, Annie and I 
talked about these processes at length. While she admitted that these were long-term goals – and 
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would take time to achieve – she also expressed that ACT UP was dedicated to transforming 
structural conditions, and that this was something they were completely committed to, no matter 
how long it would take.  
 The point in having this discussion about temporality is to see how activists navigate time 
in different situations. Analyzing the temporal registers in which activism takes place can help us 
understand how activism is lived and unfolds – and what it aims to achieve. In the case of ACT 
UP’s mission to reframe the AIDS crisis, this has meant dehistoricizing it in some sense and 
placing it back squarely back in the present. In addition, focusing on the future goals of the group 
draws attention to the deadlines that activists create or support (such as the one to bring an end to 
AIDS in the state of New York by the year 2020). Activists recognize that structural change 
takes time; and yet, they also see it as a crucial part of their work – something they will not 
compromise on. Through this discussion, I have shown that activism does not progress neatly in 
a linear fashion – from past to present to future. There are multiple temporalities at work and 
they overlap in complicated ways. The present, for instance, can be a site where the past gets 
resuscitated or the future gets prefigured. There is no direct line between these things. In order to 
capture and understand the dynamics of a social movement, we must learn to embrace temporal 
ambiguity and begin to challenge our assumptions about the progression and social experiences 
of time.  
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Chapter 5 
Conclusion 
This thesis has explored contemporary queer activism in New York City through a 
comparison of two direct action groups: Voices4 and ACT UP. By drawing on the frames of 
affect, digital media, and temporality, I have illuminated the similarities and differences between 
these groups with regard to their visions, strategies, and goals. While both groups using a mix of 
direct action tactics to achieve social and political change, they take different approaches. 
Voices4 draws on consciousness-raising activities and performative actions that challenge the 
public’s complacency. Along with this, the group incorporates ethical appeals to responsibility 
and kinship, which, along with the mobilization of symbols, creates a political consciousness and 
an imagined community of queer people united through a shared history of persecution and a 
present marked by degrees of vulnerability. Voices4’s activism is directed at crisis situations, 
which creates a sense of urgency and too often circumscribes action within the temporal present, 
not allowing for much flexibility or imagining the future.  These dynamics, I want to argue, are 
primarily the result of an ambiguous vision, which the group defines as “global queer liberation.” 
Though appealing, this vision doesn’t enable the kind of social and political transformation 
activists say they desire.  
ACT UP, on the other hand, takes a more concrete approach; its mission is to end the 
AIDS epidemic, and its actions are built around addressing the structural causes of inequality. 
ACT UP is committed to social and political transformation, and the focus of this project is 
addressing capitalist processes that play out in the realm of medicine, such as the right to 
healthcare and the accessibility of HIV prevention medication. ACT UP, however, is also 
working to challenge public conceptions of the AIDS crisis as something of the past, drawing on 
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symbolic and performative practices to “change hearts and minds.” The temporality of ACT 
UP’s activism is based on a commitment to long-term structural change, interrupted by short, 
targeted attacks on bigotry and stigma. To understand ACT UP’s activism today, it is necessary 
to know its history and to contextualize its current work within today’s social, political, and 
economic conditions.  
The question that remains after this analysis is this: what spaces of “the political” are 
these two groups carving out? My answer to this is only tentative, since I would need to spend 
more time in the field. Based, however, on what I’ve observed, I want to suggest that these two 
groups are creating spaces that challenge the established order – the way we think about our 
responsibilities, our political engagement, our sense of community and belonging, our ideas of 
justice. Through a mix of practical and symbolic actions, these groups are opening up new sites 
of “the political”; they are reframing the real (Rancière 2007) through acts the render visible the 
invisible and sensible the nonsensible. While ACT UP and Voices4 have different visions and 
goals, they are both committed to the principles of human rights and social justice; they imagine 
and prefigure a world that is radically different; and their actions are proof that they remain 
hopeful and optimistic about the future. They act because they believe that the world can do 
better. 
So, where might queer activism go in the future? What new forms might it take on? This 
study has examined three different dimensions of direct action by comparing two queer activist 
groups in New York City. By moving beyond social movement theory – and incorporating the 
fields of affect, digital media, and temporality – I hope that I have shed some light on the 
possibilities and limitations of direct action activism. A next step in this project might be to 
engage the future more deeply – perhaps to think about “queer futuries” (Muñoz 2009). What 
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would our utopias actually look and feel like? If activism is concerned with creating change and 
building a better world, perhaps another project would to be engage these imagined futures more 
seriously. Speculative ethnography has become an interesting way to explore these questions. 
Michael Oman-Reagan defines speculative ethnography as “any creative engagement with 
possible futures crafted using imaginative anthropological approaches toward the aim of building 
just and ethical relations across spatial and temporal scales.” Given the lack of a future so many 
of us feel, perhaps we would do well to engage this endeavor and activate our political 
imaginations. If there is one thing I have learned through my work with queer activists, it is that 
there is always more work to be done. There is always more to be desired. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
73 
 
Works Cited  
Appadurai, Arjun. 1990. “Topographies of the Self: Praise and Emotion in Hindu India.” In 
Language and the Politics of Emotion, eds. Catherine A. Lutz and Lila Abu-Lughod. Cambridge 
University Press, pp. 92-112.  
Appadurai, Arjun. 2004. “The Capacity to Aspire: Culture in Terms of Recogntition.” In Culture 
and Public Action, eds. Vijayendra Rao and Michael Walton. Stanford University Press, pp. 59-
83. 
Arif, Yasmeen. 2016. Life, Emergent: The Social in the Afterlives of Violence. University of 
Minnesota Press. 
Associated Press. “Ramzan Kadyrov Denies Existence of Gay Men in Chechnya, but Says ‘If 
There Are Any, Take Them to Canada’.” The Telegraph. July 16, 2017. 
https://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/2017/07/16/ramzan-kadyrov-denies-existence-gay-men-
chechnya-says-take/.  
Berlant, Lauren and Elizabeth Freeman. 1993. “Queer nationality.” In Fear of a Queer Planet: 
Queer Politics and Social Theory, ed. Michael Warner. University of Minnesota Press, pp. 193-
239.  
Boggs, Carl. 1977. “Marxism, Prefigurative Communism, and the Problem of Workers’ 
Control.” Radical America 11(6)/12(1): 99-122.  
Bonilla Yarimar and Jonathan Rosa. 2015. “#Ferguson: Digital Protest, Hashtag Ethnography, 
and the Racial Politics of Social Media in the United States.” American Ethnologist 42(1): 4-17. 
Brysk, Alison. 1995. “‘Hearts and Minds’: Bringing Symbolic Politics Back In.” Polity 27(4): 
559-585. 
Burk, Tara. 2015. “Radical Distribution: AIDS Cultural Activism in New York City, 1986-1992. 
Space and Culture 18(4): 436-449.  
Chari, Sharad and Henrike Donner. 2010. “Ethnographies of Activism: A Critical Introduction.” 
Cultural Dynamics 22(2): 75-85.  
Chavez, Nicole. “Transgender Woman in Migrant Caravan Dies in ICE Custody.” CNN. May 
31, 2018.  
https://www.cnn.com/2018/05/31/health/transgender-migrant-dies-ice-custody/index.html.  
 
Cheng, Jih-Fei. 2016. “How to Survive: AIDS and Its Afterlives in Popular Media.” Women’s 
Studies Quarterly 44(1 & 2): 73-92.  
Crapanzano, Vincent. 2004. Imaginative Horizons: An Essay in Literary-Philosophical 
Anthropology. University of Chicago Press.  
Cvetkovich, Ann. 2003. An Archive of Feelings: Trauma, Sexuality, and Lesbian Public 
Cultures. Duke University Press. 
74 
 
Dave, Naisargi N. 2011. “Activism as Ethical Practice: Queer Politics in Contemporary India.” 
Cultural Dynamics 23(1): 3-20.   
Dave, Naisargi N. 2013. Queer Activism in India: A Story in the Anthropology of Ethics. Duke 
University Press.  
DeFilippis, Joseph Nicholas and Ben Anderston-Nathe. “Embodying Margin to Center: 
Intersectional Activism Among Queer Liberation Organizations.” In LGBTQ Politics: A Critical 
Reader, eds. Marla Brettschneider, Susan Burgess, and Christine Keating. New York University 
Press, pp. 110-133. 
DeFilippis, Joseph Nicholas, Michael W. Yarbrough and Angela Jones. 2018. Queer Activism 
after Marriage Equality. Routledge Press.  
Duncombe, Stephen. 2007. Dream: Re-imagining Progressive Politics in an Age of Fantasy. 
New Press. 
Emmer, Pascal. 2012. “Talkin’ ‘Bout Meta Generation: ACT UP History and Queer Futurity. 
Quarterly Journal of Speech 98(1): 89-96.  
Gamson, Josh. 1989. “Silence, Death, and the Invisible Enemy: AIDS Activism and Social 
Movement ‘Newness.’” Social Problems 36(4): 351-67.  
Gould, Deborah. 2002. “Life During Wartime: Emotions and the Development of ACT UP.” 
Mobilization 7(2): 177-200.  
Gould, Deborah. 2009. Moving Politics: Emotion and ACT UP’s Fight Against AIDS. University 
of Chicago Press.  
Gould, Deborah. 2012. “ACT UP, Racism, and the Question of How to Use History.” Quarterly 
Journal of Speech 98(1): 54-62. 
 “HIV/AIDS.” Centers for Disease Control and Prevention. April 12, 2019. 
https://www.cdc.gov/hiv/statistics/overview/index.html.  
Kunreuther, Laura. 2018. “Sounds of Democracy: Performance, Protest, and Political 
Subjectivity.” Cultural Anthropology 33(1): 1-31.  
Jasper, James M. 1997. “The Emotions of Protest: Affective and Reactive Emotions in and 
around Social Movements.” Sociological Forum 13(3): 397-424.  
Jensen, Erik N. 2007. “The Pink Triangle and Political Consciousness: Gays, Lesbians, and the 
Memory of Nazi Persecution.” Journal of the History of Sexuality 11(1): 319-349.  
Juris, Jeffrey S. 2012. “Reflections on #Occupy Everywhere: Social Media, Public Space, and 
Emerging Logics of Aggregation.” American Ethnologist 39(2): 259-279.  
Juhasz, Alexandra. 2006. “Video Remains: Nostalgia, Technology, and Queer Archive 
Activism.” GLQ: A Journal of Lesbian and Gay Studies 12(2): 319-328.  
Kaun, Anne and Julie Uldam. 2018. “Digital Activism: After the Hype.” New Media & Society 
20(6): 2099-2106.  
75 
 
Kramer, Andrew E. “Chechen Authorities Arresting and Killing Gay Men, Russian Paper Says.” 
The New York Times. April 01, 2017. 
https://www.nytimes.com/2017/04/01/world/europe/chechen-authorities-arresting-and-killing-
gay-men-russian-paper-says.html.  
Lazar, Sian. 2014. “Historical Narrative, Mundane Political Time, and Revolutionary Moments: 
Coexisting Temporalities in the Lived Experience of Social Movements.” The Journal of the 
Royal Anthropological Institute 20: 91-108.  
Lazar, Sian. 2015. “‘This Is Not a Parade, It’s a Protest March’: Intertextuality, Citation, and 
Political Action on the Streets of Bolivia and Argentina.” American Anthropologist 117(2): 242-
256.  
Massumi, Brian. 2011. Semblance and Event: Activist Philosophy and the Occurrent Arts. The 
MIT Press. 
McCosker, Anthony. 2015. “Social Media Activism at the Margins: Managing Visibility, Voice 
and Vitality Affects.” Social Media + Society 10(2): 105-118.  
Mislán, Cristina and Amalia Dache-Gerbino. 2018. “The Struggle for ‘Our Streets’: The Digital 
and Physical Spatial Politics of the Ferguson Movement.” Social Movement Studies 17(6): 676-
696.   
Muñoz, José Esteban. 2009. Cruising Utopia: The Then and There of Queer Futurity. New York 
University Press.  
Nikunen, Kaarina. 2018. “From Irony to Solidarity: Affective Practice and Social Media 
Activism.” Studies of Transition States and Societies 10(2): 10-21.  
Oman-Reagan, Michael. 2018. “First Contact with Possible Futures.” Theorizing the 
Contemporary, Fieldsights, https://culanth.org/fieldsights/first-contact-with-possible-futures  
Rancière, Jacques. 2010. Dissensus: On Politics and Aesthetics. Continuum International 
Publishing Group.  
Scholz, Sally. 2008. Political Solidarity. Pennsylvania State University Press.  
Serafini, Paula. 2014. “Activism: Translation.” Member Voices, Fieldsights. 
https://culanth.org/fieldsights/activism-translation  
Shepard, Benjamin. 2014. Queer Political Performance and Protest. Routledge Press.  
Shotwell, Alexis. 2014. “‘Women Don’t Get AIDS, They Just Die from It’: Memory, 
Classification, and the Campaign to Change the Definition of AIDS.” Hypatia 29(2): 509-525.  
Snow, David and Robert Benford. 1988. “Ideology, frame resonance and participant 
mobilization.” In From Structure to Action: Comparing Social Movement Research Across 
Cultures, eds. Bert Klandermans, Hans Peter Kriesi, and Sidney Tarrow. JAI Press, pp. 197-217.  
Snow, David, et al. 1998. “Disrupting the Quotidian’: Reconceptualizing the Relationship 
between Breakdown and the Emergence of Collective Action.” Mobilization 3(1): 1-22.  
Stewart, Kathleen. 2007. Ordinary Affects. Duke University Press.  
76 
 
 “Truvada Can Prevent HIV Infection, but It Costs More than $1,600. Help Change That.” Break 
the Patent. https://breakthepatent.org/.  
 
Warner, Sara. 2012. Acts of Gaiety: LGBT Performance and the Politics of Pleasure. University 
of Michigan Press.  
 
Weston, Kath. 1991. Families We Choose: Lesbians, Gays, Kinship.  
Williams, Raymond. 1977. Marxism and Literature. Oxford University Press.  
